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Cover illustration 
An Aboriginal well in the hills above Killarney. The well was 
used to sustain Aboriginal men who used the area for 
ceremonies and for the training of young men. The location is 
some distance from creek water. 
 
It was re-discovered in the year 2000 by Sam Bonner from 
stories told him by his parents many years ago. 
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Dedication 
 
This book is dedicated to Pearl Russell (deceased), Sam and 
Ethelynn Bonner and Valerie Charles, Gidhabal Elders and 
Traditional Owners of the area around Warwick, and to all 
other descendents of the First People of the Warwick area. 
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The location of the Warwick area in south-east Queensland, Australia. 
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The location of the Warwick area relative to Brisbane and the Pacific coast. 
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Daughter of Fat Kiddy.  
Studio photograph taken near Warwick in the 1870s.1  
                                              
1  Reproduced with permission from the Queensland Museum 
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Preface 
 
This book is dedicated to the First People of the Warwick area2. 
The portrayal of history in Australia frequently neglects to 
address Aboriginal people at all or with the importance they 
deserve. In particular, accounts of history often fail to address 
the contribution of Aboriginal people to the prosperity of our 
nation and the substantial impact Aboriginal culture, tradition, 
lifestyle and language has had. In this book I hope to 
contribute to an understanding by other Australians of 
Aboriginal people of the present by recognising the history of 
those Aboriginal people of the Warwick area. 
 
The contents of this book have been shown to and discussed in 
part with Sam and Ethelynn Bonner who are First People of 
this area and who are therefore Traditional Owners. If there are 
other First People of the area who I do not know, I extend my 
apologies to them and hope that there is nothing written here 
which may concern them. 
 
Regrettably the vast majority of historical information 
concerning Aboriginal people has been recorded by European 
people and mainly by European males who had above average 
social status by virtue of wealth or profession. The writings 
regularly show evidence of the writers’ perceptions of 
themselves as superior to the people of whom they were 
writing. However in many cases such writings are the only 
sources of information and I have attempted to interpret those 
writings in the light of current understanding and attitudes. 
 
Some of the scanty information about how people lived in 
traditional times has been interpreted in the light of more 
general knowledge of how Aboriginal groups lived in other areas 
of Australia. However the wording should allow the reader to 
easily distinguish between specifically local knowledge and that 
more general knowledge. 
 
                                              
2 Warwick, South-East Queensland, Australia 
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Warwick Shire today covers area traditionally held by two 
groups of people. To the west there were the Gnarabal people 
and to the east the Gidhaba people. The approximate 
boundaries of the Gidhabal area are shown on the map on page 
231 Most of the information in this book refers to the Gidhabal 
people and their area because that area forms the major part of 
the Warwick Shire. 
 
There is some confusion about the naming of the traditional 
owners to the east of Warwick because the European way of 
thinking and grouping does not coincide with the traditional 
Aboriginal grouping. The Gidhabal people occupied an area 
from about Woodenbong in NSW to Allora in the north. Their 
language is very similar to that spoken by people in a much 
larger area extending to the coast in the east and to well south 
of Lismore and scholars now refer to this group as the 
Bundjalung speaking people. To further confuse the issue, 
there was a clan of the Gidhabal people living mainly between 
Warwick and Killarney known as the Geynyan people. Their 
language was only occasionally different to the main Gidhabal 
language. 
 
This history then is mainly a contribution by a person of 
European background to the education of other non-
Indigenous people in order that we might act to restore 
Aboriginal people to their rightful place as the First People of 
this community. In the following paragraphs, I will tell 
something of my own history so that readers may make their 
own interpretations of what I have written. 
 
I am of European descent (mainly English but with a bit of 
Spanish) with an Aboriginal family which is described below. I 
am aware that my interpretations have been coloured by the 
perspectives inherent in who I am – my ethnicity, my gender 
and my class. This history has been written however as a 
genuine attempt to  put on record as much as possible of what 
has been recorded about Warwick's First People. It also 
represents my own personal attempt to understand how the 
people lived in this land and how present people have been 
affected by the Invasion. 
 
  11 
I was born into a modest land-owning family in the New 
England area of NSW of a mother from a reasonably well-off 
background and a father from a poor farming background. My 
mother’s family had owned considerable areas of land in that 
area for several generations and so by implication my ancestors 
must have been closely associated with taking land from 
Aboriginal people. My father’s family were also land holders but 
on a more struggling level and my grandmother in particular 
had an unusual sympathy for the plight of the Aboriginal 
people who used to live in her area in the late 1800s. 
 
As a child on the central coast of NSW I scarcely knew of the 
existence of Aboriginal people and so was somewhat disgusted 
to discover in adolescence that many were living in extreme 
poverty in makeshift shelters. I visited an Aboriginal camp near 
the Armidale tip in about 1959 and another near Nowra in 
about 1963 which began to make the facts abundantly clear to 
me. From then on throughout my life, I have endeavored to find 
ways to do something to improve things. These activities have 
included working in the Gurindji Campaign in the 1960s to 
help those people get back their land in the Northern Territory, 
helping to run a before-school breakfast program in Sydney, 
helping at an after school homework centre in Sydney, and 
more recently working with a variety of groups in Warwick. 
 
My wife and I adopted three children of Aboriginal descent with 
the promise to ourselves that we would “grow them up” to be 
proud of their ancestry. My wife has also discovered since our 
marriage that her olive skin colouring and her father's and 
grandmother's colouring and features came from an Aboriginal 
ancestry. We also have two biological children and I am thus 
the only non-Indigenous person in my own immediate family. 
 
As a consequence of all these experiences, I and my family have 
always valued other Aboriginal people, and encouraged our 
children to be proud of their heritage. We have also sought to 
act to redress the inequalities suffered by many Indigenous 
people which have flowed from the dispossession by my 
ancestors and conscious that much of our own material well-
being has come because of the benefits of this stolen land. 
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Since living in the Warwick area it has become apparent to me 
that many non-Aboriginal people of the area are ignorant of the 
facts of the dispossession of the Aboriginal people. While this 
ignorance persists, Aboriginal people will continue to be 
discriminated against and suffer the economic and social 
penalties which follow. 
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The Warwick District, showing locations of places referred to in this 
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Traditional Lifestyle 
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Chapter 1 
Some Basics of Traditional Life 
 
Imagine living in an area like Warwick where the summers are 
hot and the winters are cold, but without all the conveniences 
of modern life! How healthy would you feel? Where would you 
sleep? What would you wear to keep warm? What would you 
eat? How would you get on with other people? If you have ever 
wondered what life would be like for Aboriginal people in such 
an area, then the first four chapters of this book will give you 
some answers to these questions. 
 
This chapter describes the healthy nature of traditional 
Aboriginal life and paints a picture of  the ways in which  
Aboriginal people provided shelter and clothing for themselves. 
Health 
 
People on the Darling Downs prior to the arrival of European 
people were healthy and athletic. Several European writers 
commented on this fact in statements such as: 
 
“…we found the aborigines to be a fine race of men among 
whom are as finely-formed and well-developed specimens of 
the race as are to be found elsewhere.”3 
 
“They are a fine athletic race.” (1846)4 
 
“stout, clean-skinned, well-made people”; “...tall, fine-
personed”; ..."a fine, stately, well-formed race; some of both 
sexes good-looking, and many of the men six foot high.”5  
 
“They were a fine specimen of Australian natives, some men 
being giants in size, and well proportioned…” (1893)6 
                                              
3 "The Queen of the Colonies" quoted in Ward-Brown (1988) p.65 
4 Rolleston quoted in Ward-Brown (1988) p.243 
5 Quoted by Morgan (1902) p.107 
6 Demarr quoted in Johnston (1988) p.64 
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Such good health was normal among people who lived in 
smaller groups  throughout the world at the time. The problems 
of disease only became great when people crowded into cities 
and when they domesticated animals which became breeding 
grounds for such diseases as smallpox.7 
 
Aboriginal people in the Warwick area probably used a variety 
of medicinal plants to help them recover from injuries and 
minor illnesses. The photographs of some plants which grow in 
the area are included throughout this book along with an 
outline of their uses. 
 
 
The Benefits of Civilisation? 
 
Some early settlers recognised the positive aspects 
of Aboriginal lifestyles. For example, the explorer 
Major Mitchell wrote in 1848: 
 
"Such health and exemption from disease; such 
intensity of existence, in short, must be far beyond 
the enjoyments of civilised men, with all that art can 
do for them; and the proof of this is to be found in 
the failure of all attempts to persuade these free 
denizens of uncivilised earth to forsake it for tilled 
soil." 8 
 
 
 
 
Housing 
Little has been recorded about the shelters people used in the 
Warwick area, but Hall  refers to the way in which people near 
Killarney got bark for shelters.9 This suggests that the methods 
of shelter here were similar to those near Toowoomba where 
                                              
7 Diamond (1997) 
8 Quoted in Low (1991) p.5 
9 Hall (1920a) 
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"Aboriginal huts were a slab of bark laid against a horizontal 
stick supported by two uprights and (were) easily shifted to suit 
the direction of the wind.10 Bennett11 describes how people in 
NSW cut large, perfect sheets of Stringybark from trees for 
temporary shelter. It also seems likely that even though 
European people gained the impression that this was the only 
form of housing they had, such shelters were just the 
temporary camp arrangements for people who were travelling. 
This was certainly the case in more northern parts of 
Queensland where there were two or three types of more 
permanent shelter used depending on circumstances.12 
According to Harding,13 the people of the Darling Downs area 
built huts with conical roofs, covered with reeds, grass and 
boughs. The photograph below shows a hut in the Toowoomba 
area apparently made of leaves. Some extra clues about 
housing can be obtained by looking at the language of the 
people. There is for example, a word ban.giyn in the Gidhabal 
language of the Warwick area. which means a shelter made 
from grass. 
 
Early European settlers made use of this bark-cutting skill of 
the Aboriginal people by getting them to strip bark for their 
huts.14 The photograph above shows a local hotel with such a 
bark roof. Most of the roofs of early European huts used sheets 
of this bark which had been flattened by heating them over a 
fire. Early European travellers took Aboriginal men with them 
specifically to cut bark for overnight shelter as shown in the 
sketch on page 35. 
                                              
10 Heywood, (1861) 
11 Bennett (1860) p.360 
12 Roth (1984) 
13 Harding (1973) 
14 Bennett (1834) Vol. 1 p.169 
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A group of people posing outside a shelter in the mountains near 
Toowoomba.15 
 
 
A wedding at the Rock of Cashel Hotel between Warwick and 
Stanthorpe showing the typical bark roof of the time - often cut 
by Aboriginal people.16 
                                              
15 Photograph reproduced with the permission of the John Oxley 
Library 
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Were Aboriginal people nomads? 
 
Generally the people of Eastern Australia were not nomadic as 
has been a popular perception. The use of the term "nomadic" 
implies that the people wandered over a relatively large area 
with no permanent place of living. In Eastern Australia however 
there was plenty of food and groups of people lived in fairly 
limited areas. They probably moved camp occasionally to follow 
known, seasonal food sources but lived permanently in an area. 
 
Aboriginal labour also performed other tasks using these skills 
such as lopping off tops of trees near the houses of European 
settlers.17 
Cutting the Bark 
 
The type of bark the people used for their shelters was probably 
Stringybark (Eucalyptus eugenioides or similar). Europeans 
found this bark to be particularly suitable for the same purpose 
and many early huts were made of it.18 19 
 
In order to get bark for shelters, the men had to climb a tree. 
High bark was thinner and so they started at the top, 
sometimes up to 13m from the ground. A vine was placed 
around the tree, a knot was made at the ends and grasped in 
each hand. The person then walked up the tree, flicking the 
vine upwards as necessary as can be seen in the drawing on 
the page 23. 
 
When the climber got to working height, he freed one hand by 
passing one end of the vine around his calf and then securing 
the end between his toes by pushing his foot into a specifically  
 
                                                                                                    
16 Photograph reproduced with the permission of the John Oxley 
Library 
17 Langford Ginibi (1994) 
18 Bennett (1834) Vol. 1 p.169 
19 Parsons 2000 
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Evidence of Permanent Aboriginal Camps 
 
Evidence from other areas shows that people often set up more 
permanent camps to which they would return each evening. 
Some examples of this more permanent style of living are the 
stone huts of Victoria, the humpies of western Queensland, the 
huts of northern Queensland and the following description by 
the explorer Mitchell in 1839 after one of his trips into northern 
N.S.W.: 
 
"In passing one hollow, we passed among the huts of a native 
tribe. They were tastefully distributed among drooping acacias 
and Casuarinae: some resembled bowers under yellow fragrant 
Mimosae: some were isolated under the deeper shades of 
Casuarinae: while others were placed more socially, three or 
four together, fronting to one and the same hearth. Each hut 
was semi-circular or circular, the roof conical, and from one 
side, a flat roof stood forward like a porticle, supported by two 
sticks. Most of them were close to the trunk of a tree and were 
covered, not as in other parts, by sheets of bark, but with a 
variety of materials, such as reeds, grass and boughs. The 
interior of each looked clean, and to us passing in the rain, 
gave some idea, not only of shelter, but of comfort and 
happiness. They afforded a favourable specimen of the task of 
the gins, whose business it usually is to construct the huts. 
This village of bowers also occupied more space than the 
encampments of native tribes in general; choice shady spots 
seemed to have been an object, and had been selected with 
care."20 
 
-cut nick in the tree.21 22 The free hand was then available to 
cut the bark with a sharp rock. 
 
The bark was cut at the top and at the bottom and about 2m 
apart and then once vertically between the cuts. A stick was 
then used to pry the bark loose from the tree (which of course 
                                              
20 Quoted in Haigh and Goldstein 
21 Hall (1920a) p.24 
22 Humphrys (1992) p.13 
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also involved moving around the tree). The removed bark was 
then rested somehow on the climbing vine and brought to the 
ground.23 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A man climbing a tree with a 
climbing vine.24 
 
Bark Canoes 
 
Sheets of bark were also used for temporary canoes for crossing 
rivers or fishing.  
 
The photograph on page 50 is of a smooth-barked tree near the 
Condamine River in the Warwick area which has had bark 
removed for a canoe. Unfortunately there is no other 
information about the use of canoes in this area but sheets of 
                                              
23 Hall (1920a) p.25 
24 Sketch reproduced from Lumholtz  (1980)24 
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Stringybark were cut to cross rivers in southern NSW. A freshly 
cut piece of bark would naturally have a curl on it and so form 
a rough canoe without any further shaping. If necessary, piles 
of mud were placed at each end to keep water out and to keep 
belongings dry.25 
Stone Axes 
 
A stone axe was sometimes used for bark stripping. Axe blades 
were made from a hard stone which had to be shaped and then 
sharpened by laborious grinding on stone. One place this 
sharpening was done was on a large rock in the bed of a creek 
flowing into the Condamine River west of Warwick a  photo of 
which is on page 58. The blade was then tied to a wooden 
handle using vine and “leather wood bark” and cemented with 
the gum of the hoop pine tree and possum hair.26 There are  
axe heads in Pringle Cottage museum in Warwick and in the 
Queensland Museum which were found by European settlers at 
Emu Vale, Tannymorel, Spicer’s Gap, Yangan and other places. 
A photograph of one such axe head is on page 55. 
 
The axe heads from the Warwick area which are now in the 
Queensland Museum appear to be of material such as basalt 
and dolerite which suggests that they may be of local origin 
since the whole of the eastern part of the Warwick area has 
basaltic rocks and soils on the surface. 
 
 
Basalt is an igneous rock formed when molten rock reached 
the surface of the earth and cooled. It is dark in colour but 
sometimes weathers to a brown colour as the iron which it 
contains oxidises. 
 
Dolerite is an igneous rock. It is a fine-grained rock formed 
from the cooling of molten rock below the surface or inside a 
molten mass. It has similar composition to basalt and is dark 
in colour. 
                                              
25 Bennett (1834) Vol. 1p.168 
26 Hall (1920a) p.22 
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Hoop Pine 
The hoop pine referred to as the source of gluing gum for axe 
heads is Araucaria cunninghamii which was common around 
Killarney and other places in the ranges to the east of Warwick. 
The leather wood (or leather jacket) bark used for tying the axe 
heads to the handles is that of Eucalyptus punctata, which 
occurs naturally in this area, in open forest adjacent to the 
rainforest of the dividing range.27 
Clothing 
 
The winters around Warwick are quite cold with frosts 
occurring regularly. People used possum skin cloaks to keep 
them warm,28 turning the furry side inwards in cold weather.29 
A traveller named Henry Stobart recorded purchasing one such 
cloak made from 28 separate skins in Warwick in 1853.30  
 
They prepared the skins by pegging them into the ground with 
small wooden pegs and scraping the inside with a shell until it 
was clean and friable. When they were dry, the women neatly 
stitched them together with threads made from the long 
tendons from the tail of a kangaroo which can be divided into 
quite fine threads when dry. The longest tendons were selected 
and stretched out in the sun to dry. Two of the fine threads 
were rolled together on the thigh and others added as 
necessary to spin as long a thread as required – up to several 
metres long. Sometimes the fibre from the inner bark of the 
Stringybark tree was also used to sew the skins together.31 The 
photograph of a Stringybark tree struck by lightening on page 
51 shows the fibrous nature of the inner bark. A piece of bone 
was used as a needle. It is also interesting that the Europeans 
used kangaroo tail tendons as the lashes on whips.32  
                                              
27 Maiden (1975) 
28 Harding (1973) 
29 Bennett (1834) p.175 
30 French (1994), p.109 
31 Bennett (1834) Vol. 1, p.322 
32 Bennett (1834) Vol. 1, p.288 
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In Gidhabal, the language of the Warwick people, the word for 
the Stringybark tree is gudhun 
 
 
 
A sketch by Conrad Martens of Aboriginal people on the Gladfield 
Station wearing animal skin cloaks and gathered around their 
shelters.33 
 
How Long Have Aboriginal people Been in 
Australia? 
 
There is evidence that Aboriginal people have been in the 
Warwick area for at least 9,000 years. This has been 
established scientifically by the radiocarbon dating of the skull 
of an Aboriginal person which was found in the 1890s at Talgai 
near Allora which showed that it was between 9,000 and 
11,000 years old. The remains of people found at Lake Mungo 
in western New South Wales have been dated at about 20,000 
years and the remains from Kow Swamp in Victoria are about 
10,000 years old.34 
 
                                              
33 ML PXC972, f,10.Reproduced courtesy Mitchell Library, Sydney 
34 Bird (1998) 
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The oldest human remains in Australia are from Kakadu at 
about 38,000 years old and this is probably when people first 
arrived. As the continent dried out from the dense rainforest 
which grew in Australia when it was further south on the earth 
– and which formed the huge coal deposits – rainforest gave 
way to native pine or Araucaria – the Hoop Pines of Killarney 
and the Dividing Ranges and the Bunya Pines of the Bunya 
Mountains. 
 
At this time there was also an increase in the number of fires 
which caused the pines to be replaced by fire-tolerant eucalypts 
– the reason possibly for the dominance of eucalypts over much 
of Australia. These bushfires occurred about 38 000 years ago – 
presumably caused by the arrival of humans, the first 
Australian Aborigines. 
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How Scientists Date Early Aboriginal Activity 
 
How old material associated with human activity is can be 
estimated by a method called radiocarbon dating. It works like 
this:35 
Neutrons (n in the equations below) are produced by cosmic 
rays hitting the earth's atmosphere. These neutrons react with 
nitrogen in the atmosphere, 14N and convert some of it to 
carbon 14 (14C) which is mildly radioactive. The equation of the 
reaction is: 
 
  n + 14N = 14C 
 
This radioactive 14C decays to 14N by emitting an electron, but it 
does this very slowly - with a half life of 5730 years. This means 
that after 5730 years, half of it has changed to 14N. So 14C is 
being produced all the time but it is also decaying all the time 
and the result is a constant amount on the earth - about 62 
tons. There is about 40 X 1012 tons of ordinary 12C on the earth, 
so the ratio of the two carbons is about 
 
  14C / 12C = 62/40 X 1012 = 1.55 X 10-12 
 
The 14C gets mixed uniformly throughout all parts of the earth, 
so all living things which use carbon have this ratio of the two 
carbons in their body tissue because they are continually 
taking in fresh carbon. 
 
But when a plant or animal dies, it is no longer taking in fresh 
carbon and so the proportion of 14C in the dead tissue slowly 
decreases - by about 1% every 83 years, as shown in the graph 
below. So scientists measure the proportion of each form of 
carbon in dead tissue - wood from a fire, human bones etc. - 
and work out how long it has been since death. This 
measurement is performed by measuring the rate of emission of 
electrons. 
 
                                              
35 Bowman (1991) 
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Practical limits to this method are: 
* It is only  useful back to about 50,000 years ago as suggested 
by the figure below. Beyond that time, other methods are used. 
* About 50 g of wood or 200 g of bone is needed for a sample so 
the method is not suitable for small specimens. 
 
 
 
The basic principle of radiocarbon dating - the decay of the ratio of 
carbon 14 to carbon 12 in organic material against time after death. 
 
The Development of the Human 
Population 
 
One current understanding of the development of humans and 
their population of the world based on studies of archaeological 
remains is that it occurred as shown in the map below. For 
many years human ancestors lived without much development 
of technology - just using fire, hunting easy prey and using 
crude stone tools far less sophisticated that those used in 
Australia and New Guinea in recent times. Anatomically 
modern humans occurred in Africa about 90 000 years ago and 
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spread over the rest of the world at about the same time – 40 
000 years ago.36 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The likely spread of humans around the world. 
 
 
At about this same time technology took off with the 
development  of needles, awls, engraving tools, harpoons, spear 
throwers, bows and arrows, rope, nets, lines and snares, 
houses, sewn clothing, jewellery, burial of the dead and cave 
art. 
                                              
36 Kiernan et al (1998) 
  
Chapter 2 
Plant and Animal Food 
 
 
A major part of the food eaten by Aboriginal people in 
traditional times was found in or around waterholes. People 
spent a lot of time camped around waterholes where there was 
much more chance of finding both plant and animal resources. 
 
Finding food was the major activity of each day for Aboriginal 
people. Men, women and children all played a part and the 
activities were often great fun for those involved. Food 
gathering usually only occupied a few hours of every day. This 
chapter outlines the ways in which people found and processed 
plant food and how they caught and used animal food. Because 
boomerangs were part of the way in which animals were 
caught, something about how boomerangs were made and used 
is also explained. 
 
 
Plant Food 
 
Numerous species of plants which grow in the Warwick area 
were used as a food source by Aboriginal people. The seeds of 
many were ground between two rock, producing flour which 
was then made into cakes and cooked on a fire. Other species 
provided fruitwhich was eaten raw or a flour-like substance 
which was also made into cakes. Some plants required careful 
and detailed treatment to remove poisons before being used. 
Some of these plants are illustrated in this book.  It is likely 
that most food collecting and processing was done by women 
with assistance by the children. 
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Animal Food 
Fishing 
 
 
 
 
Fish hook from NSW. 
The hook was made of 
a hard black wood and 
the line of 2 strands of 
a fine grassy 
substance, as fine as 
raw silk. The rod has 
the top broken off.37  
Fish were caught either by net or by 
hook and line. Both nets and lines 
were made from the leather-jacket 
bark (Eucalyptus punctata) but it is 
not known what the hooks were made 
from in the Warwick area - possibly 
the bones of animals. The 
illustrations on this page show some 
examples of hooks from NSW made of 
wood and sea shell. 
 
The men used nets to drag a 
complete water hole or to collect 
single fish who came to the surface to 
escape the mud stirred up by the 
women and children. Alternatively, 
the men speared the fish from the 
bank as they were driven down the 
waterhole by a driver. 
 
 
 
 
 
Fish hook from NSW. 
Hook of internal part of 
spiral sea shell.38 
 
 
  
 
                                              
37 Sketch reproduced courtesy  of Harper Collins Publishers, from 
White (1790) 
38 Sketch reproduced courtesy  of Harper Collins Publishers, from 
White (1790) 
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Another common method of fishing was to throw certain 
bruised plants into a waterhole to stupefy the fish with the 
poison in those plants. Fish then floated to the surface and 
were easily caught. One such plant common in the Warwick 
area is shown on page 42. 
 
Spearing Animals for Food 
 
Spears of various kinds were used for hunting in the Warwick 
area. For small animals or fish, a spear about 2 or more metres 
long was used, with a single barb at one end. For larger fish, a 
spear about 2.5 metres long was used with three barbs, two on 
one side and one on the other. For spearing large kangaroos, 
an un-barbed spear also about 2.5 metres long was used.39 
How spears were made 
 
It is not clear what material was used for spears in the Warwick 
area, however Brigalow (Acacia harpophylla) was used in the  
nearby Fassifern area. The brigalow does not appear to grow 
naturally in the Warwick area. Steele40 describes how spears 
from the Fassifern Valley (Dugandan near Boonah) were 
famous and were traded at corroborees, perhaps in exchange 
for boomerang wood or axe stone. The Warwick and Killarney 
people attended a corroboree there in 1883. Because the 
Brigalow was called bonooro by those people, the spears were 
known as bonoorong. 
 
The spears were very time consuming to make. A strip of hard 
wood had to be cut out of a large tree. There is one suggestion 
that the occasional tree split by lightning may have been an 
easier way to get such a strip but this option was not always 
available.41 The piece of wood was then scraped with stone (or 
with glass after the coming of the Europeans) until it was 
                                              
39 Hall(1920a), p.21 
40 Steele (1987), p.146 
41 Aird (1998) personal communication 
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correctly shaped. It would  then be  heated by  working  it  back 
and forth in the hot ashes of a fire until it was heat hardened. 
European observers commented that the tips became as hard 
as steel using this heating technique.42 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Swainsona 
galegifolia (Darling 
pea) 
 
A warm poultice was 
prepared from the 
crushed leaves, stems 
and roots of this 
plant and applied to 
bruised or swollen 
areas. 
  
 
 
 
In Gidhabal, the language of the Warwick people, the word for 
spear is bilahr or juwan 
 
 
 
Opposite page 
European men often used Aboriginal men to cut bark for them for 
overnight shelter while travelling.43 
                                              
42 Steele (1987), p.148 
43 An illustration by James Atkinson reproduced with permission from 
Illustrated History of Australia (1974) 
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Throwing Spears 
 
Accuracy and Energy 
For hunting or for fighting a spear has to be thrown with 
accuracy and it has to have enough kinetic energy to wound or 
kill a victim. For accuracy, a low, flat trajectory is needed, 
requiring a high velocity. Such high velocity is easier with light 
spears. Heavier spears however have higher energy and so a 
compromise between accuracy and weight is required. 
 
Stability 
As a spear is thrown, its centre of gravity will follow a parabolic 
path like any other thrown object. But it is also important that 
the spear direction remain tangential to the trajectory so that 
when it reaches the target, the point will be in the right place. 
The way the spear’s position moves relative to the parabolic 
trajectory depends on where its centre of gravity is along its 
length. If the centre of gravity is behind the mid-point of the 
spear, the spear will rotate in the air and so it will not continue 
to point in a forward direction. The nearer the centre of gravity 
is to the tip of the spear, the more stable the spear is and the 
more likely it is to hit the target. However of course it is not 
possible to have the centre of gravity at the tip and so some 
compromise must be used. Most spears, probably including 
those in the Warwick area had their centre of gravity within 
40% of the length from the tip.44 
 
Weight and Distance 
The Tasmanian Aboriginal men who were highly proficient with 
hand thrown spears, used spears which weighed about 0.6 kg 
and were about 18 mm in diameter. They were able to throw 
them about 35 to 60 m. Melville Islanders used spears weighing 
about 1.8 kg and were able to throw them from 32 to 44 m. For 
comparison, the Olympic Gold Medal distances in the early 
1900s was about 60 m.45 The maximum distance a modern 
Olympic javelin weighing about 0.8 kg has been thrown is 
about 104 m.  
                                              
44 Cotterell and Kamminga (1990) 
45 Greenberg (1996) 
Chapter 2________________________________Plant & Animal Food 
 
 37 
The spearthrower or woomera increases the mechanical 
efficiency with which a spear can be thrown. It was only used 
on the mainland of Australia where it has been in use for at 
least a few thousand years and in comparison with 
spearthrowers worldwide, reached it most developed form in 
Australia. With such a spearthrower, the Aboriginal people 
could throw a typical spear weighing about 0.25 kg from 90 to 
125 m.46 
Catching Kangaroos 
 
Kangaroo drives were conducted using nets about 30 m long 
and 1.2 m high placed in narrow gullies where there was a 
waterhole. The nets were placed about 50 m back from the 
waterhole and tied to small trees using the inside bark of the 
kurrajong tree as string. (The kurrajong bark string was also 
used for other purposes. For example, a necklace made of reed,  
 kurrajong string and a piece of shell was purchased by a 
traveller named Henry Stobart in Warwick in 1853).47 
 
The nets were probably made from leather-jacket bark 
(Eucalyptus punctata) since that material was used to make 
fish nets.48 These nets, as well as the dilly bags used to carry 
things, were made by the old women.49 The photograph on page 
42 is of a net now in the Queensland Museum from another 
area of Queensland but it shows the way they were 
constructed. 
 
After attaching the net, the net-placers would send a smoke 
signal to the camp by lighting a dry grass tree. The people, both 
men and women according to Hall, then formed a huge, silent 
circle around the mob of kangaroos, from net end to net end. 
Another smoke signal indicated the start of the closing-in of the 
circle and this continued in silence until the kangaroos were 
driven quietly towards the nets. 
 
                                              
46 Cotterell and Kamminga (1990) 
47 French (1994), p.109 
48 Hall (1920a), p.33 
49 Hall (1920a),  p.15 
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Imperata cylindrica (Blady Grass) 
 
Blady grass is common in the Warwick area and in some 
areas it tends to completely dominate. The leaves were 
used by Aboriginal people to weave dilly bags and to 
thatch huts. Like sugarcane to which it is related, the 
blady grass has sugar in its below-ground stems which 
were given to children as a sweet.50 
                                              
50 Low (1991) 
 
 
 
 
Puff balls 
 
These normally small round 
mushrooms were eaten when 
young , firm and white. They grow 
at almost any time of the year but 
soon turn brown and release 
spores into the air. 
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Gahnia aspera  (Saw Sedge) 
 
The seeds of this plant were 
ground into flour for making 
cakes. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The common 
brush tailed 
possum the skin 
of which was a 
source of clothing 
for Aboriginal 
people. 
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At that stage, everyone would yell and drive the kangaroos into 
the nets where they were attacked by men with nulla nullas 
(clubs made of wood) and eventually all killed. This whole 
occasion was a major social event and caused much fun and 
laughter.51 
 
 
In 1904, Tom Petrie from the Brisbane area recalled that when 
he was young, he spent a lot of time with Aboriginal people: 
 
"To them it was a real pleasure getting their food; they were so 
light hearted and gay, nothing troubled them; they had no bills 
to meet or wages to pay. And there were no missionaries in 
those days to make them think how bad they were".52  
 
 
It is likely that kangaroos were thrown on a fire until they were 
half roasted or cooked by building an oven in a hole in the 
ground 53 This description is consistent with the traditional 
methods of cooking used in many areas today. 
 
Catching Birds 
 
Emus 
Emus were valued for their flesh and their oil. To catch them, 
the men would form a half-circle in the bush on the edge of the 
open country where the emus were grazing. Here they would 
disguise themselves by tying on bushes and they would then 
wait with nulla nullas. A decoy man in the centre of the half-
circle would then give the cry of a distressed emu. This cry 
would attract the emus and allow the men to close the circle 
behind them. The men would then attack, using the nulla 
nullas to kill as many as possible and then, as some tried to 
escape. War boomerangs would be thrown to kill them as they 
fled.54 
                                              
51 Hall (1920a), p.25-28 
52 Quoted in Low (1991) p.5 
53 Bennett (1834), Vol. 1, p.170 
54 Hall (1920a), p.29 
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The Gidhabal word for nulla nulla is gabiri and for war 
boomerang is barun. 
 
Scrub Turkeys 
The women used to catch scrub turkeys in the rainforest by 
building a fence out of bushes around the waterholes with a 
hole for the turkeys to get through. Across the hole they placed 
a noose which would catch any entering turkeys around the 
neck. These nooses were made from leather jacket bark, a tree 
which grows near rainforest . 
 
Ducks 
Ducks were caught by a complex group effort using a 
snorkeling technique. The technique is described by Hall in his 
book as follows:55 
"Except in flood time, the waterholes and creeks always had 
large beds of weeds which grew out towards the centre of the 
holes, the roots being under the water. As a rule the centre of 
the holes were the only places clear of weeds and if ducks were 
found in the holes, they invariably swam out to the centre 
before flying. The [men] always chose the hole where they could 
either stand up or where it was shallow enough to lie down 
under the water and, at the same time, under the weeds".56 
 
A group of "trappers" positioned themselves in a staggered 
pattern, unseen by the ducks, at the far end of the hole. "Before 
going under the water, each man plugged his nostrils with 
wood..."."They also placed a hollow reed about 6 or 8 inches 
(150 or 200 mm) long, in their mouths, after the style of the 
present day submarine telescope, the top of the reed through 
which they breathed being out of the water. As the top of the 
reed appeared to be part of the weeds, the ducks did not notice 
it. The trappers either stood up or lay prone, eyes open, looking 
towards the surface". 
                                              
55 Hall (1920a) 
56 Hall (1920a) 
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A typical hunting net  made from the bark of a Kurrajong 
tree (not from the Warwick area).57 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Polygonum hydropiper (Pink Knotweed) 
 
The plant was pounded and thrown into 
a creek pool. It stupefied the fish which 
floated to the top and were easily 
captured. The stems were also eaten 
after roasting and pounding. 
 
 
                                              
57 Photograph reproduced courtesy of the Queensland Museum 
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A tree near Warwick which has 
holes cut in it for the purpose of 
extracting honey and several 
additional notches cut to help 
someone to climb. The cuts were 
probably made by Aboriginal 
people after the arrival of 
Europeans because they appear 
to have been made with a steel 
axe. 
 
 
"The driver then made his appearance to the ducks some 
distance away and the latter started swimming away towards 
the trappers. Directly they passed over the heads of these men 
they were instantly pulled below and their necks twisted under 
the water where the trapper held them between his legs. What 
ducks were left approached the next zigzag line of men to meet 
the same fate". 
Lighting Fires 
 
The people to the east of Warwick used to light fires for cooking 
and warmth by using an old dead grass tree, the top of which 
was dry inside and hollow. They then rubbed something up and 
down inside it to create heat from friction.58 59 Hall describes it 
                                              
58 Hall (1920a),  p.19 
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as a movement similar to "sponging a fowling piece." A fowling 
piece was a light guage shotgun used for shooting birds and 
"sponging" was the action of cleaning the inside of the gun with 
a wad (presumably on a stick). 
 
 
 
 
Ducks were hunted by men swimming underneath them, pulling them 
under the water and then breaking their necks.60 
 
 
Carrying Water 
 
People carried water in a bucket made from a palm tree from 
the rainforest areas. The natural joint in the tree was used as 
the bottom because it has a solid piece completely closing off 
each section. The softer core was hollowed out, usually making 
a bucket about the size of a 4 litre paint tin. Holes were burned 
through each side at the top and a vine made into a handle.61 
In other areas of Eastern Australia buckets were made from 
skins or seaweed. 
                                                                                                    
59 Conrad Martens quoted in Steele (1978) 
60 Sketched by Rion Crowe from a description in Hall (1920a) 
61 Hall (1920a), p.25 
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Grass Trees growing on flat country near Pilton as sketched 
by Conrad Martens in December 1851.62 
 
Aboriginal Technology Around Australia 
 
Some scientists postulate that Aboriginal people were 
developing technologies similar to those of European people  
when this development was interrupted by the European 
invasion. The following quite impressive list gives several 
examples of this development.63 
 
• People in Central Queensland and other places had a 
complicated process for the removal of poison from Cycads 
allowing the use of this plentiful supply of food. They also 
used fire to remove competing vegetation in order to 
increase the size of the Cycad patches. About two hours 
work per day could feed a person under these conditions. 
                                              
62 Reproduced courtesy Dixson Library, State Library of New South 
Wales 
63 Flood (1990) pp.200 - 215 
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Juncus australis  
 
This reed grows at the edge of  
creeks and waterholes. Its 
leaves were used for weaving 
baskets. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
• Digging for the Daisy Yam and other species was done to 
extract the root but also to encourage subsequent growth. Such 
"plant curation" was probably the beginning of the development 
of farming. 
• Harvesting the Bogong Moths in the Southern Alps was done 
with fine nets made of Pimelea and Kurrajong bark on poles. 
• Northern people used to either re-plant yam tops or spit seeds 
so they would grow and provide a future source of food. 
• Harvesting of Native Millet was done by stacking the grass in 
piles as a means of storage (sometimes for several months). The 
seeds were then removed into containers. In places this was 
being done on a very large scale over hundreds of hectares of 
land. 
 
Some 
sketches 
here? 
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Boomerang from 
between Warwick 
and 
Goondiwindi.64 
 
  
 
 
 
• In southern Victoria there were stone houses in permanent 
villages and extensively engineered canals to harvest eels as 
they swam between lakes. 
• Food was stored in some places: Bunya Nuts were buried in 
damp mud, Cycad nuts were sliced, wrapped in paperbark and 
buried in trenches up to 6 m long. Grass seeds were stored in 
the Darling Basin and Central Australia in skin bags, wrapped 
in grass and coated in mud or in large wooden dishes. 
Quantities up to 1000 kg of grain have been recorded. 
• People kept game reserves in Central Australia where hunting 
was deliberately avoided to keep food animals for a dry time. 
Occasionally kangaroos were moved into these areas to 
increase the herd.65 
• In dry areas, wells were constructed and lined to provide a 
permanent and known source of water while travelling.66 
                                              
64 Photograph reproduced courtesy of Queensland Museum. 
65 Kimber (1976) 
66 Smith (1998) 
Chapter 2________________________________Plant & Animal Food 
 
 48 
 
 
 
A bucket for carrying water. Made 
from the stem of a palm tree from 
the rainforest.67 
• Fire was used as a farming tool to kill vermin, to regenerate 
certain plant foods, and for hunting.68 
• The Totem system was an important mechanism for preserving 
species for later use. Individuals and kinship groups such as a 
group of sisters were responsible for looking after certain 
species of plant or animal.69 
 
Boomerangs 
 
Australian people had two types of boomerang; ones used for 
hunting, and returning ones. The heavy hunting boomerangs 
did not return and were used for throwing at animals or at 
                                              
67 Sketched by Rion Crowe from a description in Hall (1920a) 
68 Flannery (1994) p.223 
69 Kimber (1976) 
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people during battles. They were probably harder to design 
than returning ones because their accuracy was more 
important. The returning boomerangs were much lighter and, 
except for hunting birds in coastal areas, were only used for 
throwing practice or for fun and competitions. When the 
returning boomerangs were used for killing birds, the people 
used them with great skill and rarely missed their target. Men 
were also very critical of the finer points of construction and 
clearly had a very detailed and careful knowledge of the 
characteristics needed for correct operation.70 
 
Boomerangs from coastal areas tended to be undecorated while 
those from the inland regions tended to be decorated with red 
ochre or carving. Returning boomerangs were more common in 
the south eastern and south western parts of the country 
including around Warwick. They were rarely used in the 
Northern Territory or in the north of South Australia. They were 
not used at all in a large part of the Western Desert and much 
of far northern Australia. 
 
Local Boomerangs 
 
People from around Goondiwindi used to exchange boomerangs 
for stone from the mountain country near Warwick.71 In the 
Fassifern area, boomerangs were usually cut from the spurs of 
softwood trees and toughened in a fire the same way as 
spears.72 
 
 
The Gidhabal word for an expert boomerang thrower is 
garahnday 
 
The Gidhabal word for boomerang is bargan 
                                              
70 Bennett (1860),  p.289 
71 Gunn (1937),  p.21 
72 Steele (1987), p.148 
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A tree near the Condamine River 
south east of Warwick from which 
a piece of bark has been cut by 
Aboriginal people to make a canoe. 
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Eucalyptus eugenoides 
(Stringybark) 
 
This tree has been struck by 
lightning which has torn 
open the bark to show its 
strong, fibrous inner bark. 
 
The inner bark was used by 
Aboriginal people as fibre for 
making bags and nets. 
Similarly European settlers 
used it to tie rails to keep 
sheep enclosed at night. The 
outer bark was crushed to 
powder for starting fire when 
friction was caused by 
rubbing pieces of wood 
together. Gum from the base 
was dissolved in hot water 
and had  medicinal value. 
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Approximate distribution of returning boomerang use. 
 
The Name “Boomerang” 
 
The Dharug people of the Georges River area on the southern 
edge of Sydney used the word “bumariny” for boomerangs and 
it is from here that Europeans derived the name "boomerang". 
 
Other people have different names for them. Some of the names 
from eastern Australia are: 
 
barakaden           Moreton Bay 
barengun            Stradbroke Island 
mulla murrale     Warrego River 
wongala           Mackay 
barren  Kamilaroi (Moree) 
bargan            Gidhabal (Warwick) 
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 Children often had small toy 
boomerangs which they practiced 
throwing from a very early age.73 
 
Fun with Boomerangs 
Boomerang throwing is a sport today and it was in the past too. 
Both types of boomerang were used for sport. Non-returning 
boomerangs were used in contests for the longest distance they 
could be thrown. One game played by Aboriginal people with 
returning boomerangs was to see who could make it return and 
land within a circle drawn on the ground or who could make it 
hit a peg driven into the ground.74 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Daily News 
24th July 1998 
 
The Australian Boomerang Team 
left Australia today for the World 
Boomerang-Throwing 
Championships.75  
 
 
                                              
73 Bennett (1860) p.290 
74 Jones (1996) 
75 (Warwick) Daily News 24/7/98 
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Adjuga australis 
 
Aboriginal people bruised the leaves, 
soaked them in hot water and then used 
the solution to bathe sores and boils to 
aid healing. 
 
 
 “A game in the Boulia region of south west Queensland 
involved a line of six or seven men standing in Indian file [one 
behind the other] with their hands on each other’s shoulders. 
Each would take turns to throw a returning boomerang; the 
others would try to avoid being hit, swaying from side to side. 
Other boomerang sports involved exhibitions of skill, throwing 
the boomerang in figures of eight or long loops, with it 
sometimes even touching the ground before returning”.76 
                                              
76 Jones (1996) 
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Thysanotus tuberosus  
(Common Fringed Lily) 
 
These very pretty purple 
flowering plants produce 
tubers under the ground 
which were eaten by 
Aboriginal people. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Axe head from Warwick. Note the 
neck for attachment of handle. 77 
 
 
 
 
How a Hunting Boomerang Works 
 
These weapons use the aerofoil effect (explained below) similar 
to that of aeroplane wings to keep them in the air for much 
longer than would be possible if they were simply wooden 
sticks. By throwing them with the curved surface upwards, the 
rapid movement through the air due to the spinning action 
causes an upward force and instead of falling rapidly to the 
                                              
77 Photograph courtesy Queensland Museum 
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ground, they tend to follow a much flatter path and so can be 
thrown more accurately. 
 
A typical boomerang cross section is as shown in the figure 
below. Notice that the wood is more curved on the top than on 
the bottom. When such a shape moves sideways through the 
air, the flow of air across the upper and lower surfaces causes 
an upward force which can be explained by using the law of 
physics known as Bernoulli’s law. It is this force which keeps 
aeroplanes in the air as it acts on their wings. 
 
 
 
A typical aerofoil cross-section used for aeroplane wings and 
boomerangs 
 
 
A scientific explanation of the aerofoil effect 
 
In a flow of air such as that around a boomerang blade, the 
sum of the pressure and the kinetic energy per unit volume has 
the same value at any point along a streamline (the line of flow 
of the air). This is known as Bernoulli's Law. In mathematical 
terms this is: 
 
P1 + ½ pV12   =  P2 + ½ pV22 
 
Where: 
 
P is the pressure; 
p is the density of air; 
V is the velocity of air past the boomerang; and  
1 and 2 refer to the values on the top surface and the bottom 
surface respectively. 
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Air splitting and flowing past the top and bottom of the 
boomerang must come together at the trailing edge and rejoin 
smoothly – a process helped by the sharp shape of that edge. 
So in order for this to happen smoothly, the air flowing over the 
top surface must flow faster than that flowing over the bottom 
surface because the length of the top surface is greater. That is: 
 
V1 > V2 
 
So for Bernoulli’s law to be true, this means that: 
 
P2 > P1 
 
And so there is a net upward pressure (and thus force) on the 
boomerang blade (proportional to pV2). It is this force, the 
aerofoil effect, which keeps it in the air longer than would be 
the case if it was not shaped that way and allows more 
accurate throwing. 
 
 
Boomerangs Around the World 
 
Boomerangs have been part of the Aboriginal way of life for a 
long time. Some Australian boomerangs have been found which 
are at least 9000 years old and rock art depicting boomerangs 
in the Carnarvon National Park has been dated at several 
thousand years. 
 
However boomerangs were also used in several other places 
around the world. All those found are younger than the 
Australian ones and most of them are not the returning type.78  
For example boomerangs were found in the tomb of 
Tutankhamen, the Egyptian king. They have also been found in 
Vanuatu, USA, India, Indonesia, Europe and far North 
America.79 
 
                                              
78 Cotterell and Kamminga (1990) 
79 Jones (1996) 
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Dendrobium speciosum 
(Rock Lily, Rock Orchid, 
King Orchid) 
 
The large bulbs at the 
base were eaten after 
being beaten to break 
fibres and cooked. 
 
 
 
 
The Gidhabal word for hunting or killer boomerang is barun 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Axe grinding grooves in 
the rocky bed of a creek 
west of Warwick. These 
are grooves made by 
rubbing pieces of rock in 
them to sharpen them 
for the purpose of 
making a stone axe. The 
grooves' depth indicates 
that they had been used 
for many years.80 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                              
80 Photographed with the permission of Danpork 
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A Bunya tree. These trees 
produce a large edible nut which 
Aboriginal people used to eat. See 
also pages 103 and 211. 
 
How a Returning Boomerang Works 
 
A returning boomerang is thrown in the following way, 
assuming a right handed thrower.  
 
Hold the boomerang at the end of one blade with the plane of 
the boomerang at about 60 degrees from the horizontal but 
with the curved surface upwards. (Australian Aboriginal people 
always throw it with the free end pointing forward but this is 
not essential). Then throw it horizontally with a spinning 
motion. 
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The forces on a spinning boomerang. 
 
As it travels, at any particular moment the arm which is 
towards the top will be travelling through the air with a speed 
equal to the thrown speed plus the speed due to rotation. The 
arm which is towards the bottom will be travelling through the 
air with a speed equal to the thrown speed minus the speed due 
to rotation. Because the top arm is travelling faster than the 
bottom one, it will experience more force from the aerofoil effect 
than the bottom one. Consequently  there is a net force which 
tries to rotate the plane of the boomerang to closer to vertical.81 
 
But here is where the flight gets more complicated. The 
physical phenomenon called precession or the gyroscope effect 
comes into play – see the box which explains this effect. This 
effect causes the boomerang to turn on an axis which is 
perpendicular to both the axis of rotation of the boomerang 
itself and the axis of rotation due to the tendency to become 
more vertical described above. This causes the boomerang’s 
path to curve to the left and the boomerang to flatten out.  
 
The curved surface is now pointing upwards and so as the 
boomerang curves to the left, it also rises in the air due to the 
aerofoil effect. By the time it reaches its highest point, it has 
also turned half a circle and is beginning to return. It then falls 
as it runs out of energy and drifts towards the ground and back 
                                              
81 Hess (1968) 
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to the thrower. Considerable skill is needed by the thrower to 
ensure that the return is actually to the thrower. 
 
 
  
 
 
 
A typical 
boomerang 
flight path 
 
 
 
The Gyroscope Effect 
 
Try either one of the following: 
 
Hold a wheel such as a bicycle wheel by the axis and get it 
spinning. Then try to tip it sideways such as you would if you 
were on a bike and leaned to one side. You will notice that it 
then actually turns either left or right (depending on the 
directions of spin and tip). 
Pick up a vacuum cleaner which is running. Hold it horizontal 
and try to turn it rapidly sideways. It will kick either up or 
down. 
 
This phenomenon is called precession and it is used in 
gyroscopes, the instruments in planes and rockets which help 
keep the crafts level. 
 
It is this effect, combined with the tendency to rotate caused by 
the aerofoil effect, which turns a spinning boomerang around in 
the loop and so brings it back to the thrower. 
 
A more detailed analysis of the flight using the theory above 
was done by Felix Hess in 1968 in which he included computer 
simulations of the flight path which agreed well with actual 
observed flight paths.82 
                                              
82 Hess (1968) 
Put caption in text box 
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The Warwick area showing Aboriginal place names and places of 
importance to Aboriginal people. The names of the mountain range 
features are those of the people below the range, not those of the 
Warwick people 
 
 
  
 
 
Chapter 3 
Everyday Society 
 
Traditional Aboriginal life was much more than just surviving 
with adequate food and shelter. It was lived in a complex but 
probably fairly static society with many rules and customs to 
guide behaviour. The map on page 62 gives some of the sites 
around Warwick which the people used for specific purposes 
and so gives some clues about the nature of their lives. 
Although not a lot is now known about how their society 
worked, it is known that the Warwick people had a complex 
language with which to express the sophistication of their lives. 
 
 
 
 
Language is among the most significant of factors in the 
development of civilisation. It is through language that people 
have the ability to pass on ideas and so to have a complex 
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social life and to develop science, technology, art, culture, 
politics and religion. Linguists classify Aboriginal languages as 
being just as complex as those of Europe. Aboriginal life was a 
complex response to the environment they found themselves in. 
They had developed for example, systems for coping with the 
need to care for the earth and with the requirements of society 
based on gender relationships and age. 
Language 
 
The Gidhabal language spoken around Allora-Warwick-
Killarney-Woodenbong was a dialect of what European scholars 
now call the Bundjalung group of languages, which was spoken 
by people occupying the area shown on the map on page 63. 
These languages are grouped because they share many words 
even though they differ in many other words - a bit like some 
European languages such as French, Spanish and Italian. 
There is evidence that Aboriginal languages beyond the 
Bundjalung area also derived historically from the same 
language because they had some similar words.83 For example, 
even though the people around Toowoomba spoke a different 
language to those around Warwick (they were not part of the 
Bundjalung group) , when people came together, there was at 
least some ability to communicate with each other.84  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Previous page 
The area occupied by the Bundjalung speaking people. In this area 
there were several different groups of people who saw themselves as 
separate entities but whose languages were similar.85 
                                              
83 Sharpe (1995) 
84 Fairholme quoted in French (1989),  p.15 
85 Reproduced with permission from Horton (1994). Not to be used in 
native title claims 
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The various groups within the Bundjalung language area 
tended to name themselves and others according to certain 
words they used. For example, the  people were so-called 
because they said "gidha", meaning "and that is how it 
happened." 
 
Fortunately the Bundjalung languages have been retained to a 
significant extent. There are Elders who still speak some "lingo"  
and many others who still use the occasional word scattered 
through their use of the English language. 
 
The language spoken in that part of the Gidhabal area north 
and west of Killarney seems to have been a dialect of Gidhabal. 
Some words from this region were recorded by John Matthews 
in 192686 and called the Geynyan language. However the 
Geynyan words are extremely similar to Gidhabal words, 
suggesting that perhaps the Geynyan people were part of the 
Gidhabal nation. Most of the examples given below are 
Gidhabal. 
 
 
 
 
 
Archibald Meston was at one time the Protector of Aborigines, a 
Government officer whose job was to prevent the mistreatment 
of Aboriginal people, and he recorded the following Warwick-
area place names:87 
Booloogabbie   Canning Downs 
Doongoroo   Warwick 
Moonganmilly   Mt Sturt 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                              
86 Sharpe (1995) 
87 Dansie (1990) p. 20 
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The Gidhabal Language 
 
The Gidhabal language is significantly different to English in 
the following ways: 
 
• There are few words beginning with a, e, f, h, i, k, o, p, q, r, s, t, 
u or v.  
 
• There are many words beginning with b, d, g,  j, m, n,  w  and 
y. 
 
• The sounds also merge somewhat, much like some Australian 
pronunciation of English. (An extreme form of blurred 
Australian English pronunciation is known as "Strine"). It is 
thus pleasant to listen to but difficult to understand.88 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The following examples are adapted from a dictionary of 
Bundjalung languages collected from native speakers in the 
1990s.89 The examples are based on words specifically recorded 
from the Warwick area in 1926 by John Matthew as being from 
the "Source of the Condamine and Logan Rivers", but the detail 
is largely based on the Gidhabel language.90 
 
 
 
 
 
                                              
88 Sharpe (1995) 
89 Sharpe (1995) 
90The sentences are from Margaret Sharpe's dictionary with 
pronunciation interpreted from the same source 
 
Gubanehyn 
muruhn gundehgal 
yinahyn 
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Some Examples of Sentences 
 
In the following, each example contains: 
The Gidgabal sentence (in bold) 
The literal meaning immediately below each word 
Approximate pronunciation (in italics) 
An English translation 
 
Note that η is pronounced like the ng in 'singer'. 
 
Mahyn  baliη-balihη  bumilehla  bayahyn 
Those             young men     fight    today 
Mahyn         bulling-bullihng   boomilairla    buyarhyn 
The young men today fight among themselves 
 
Mahnyu bugalnehn baygal 
Those  good             dark-skinned men  
Marnyu boogulngairn baygul 
They are good (black) men 
 
ηurahmgali  
Asleep to a great extent 
Ngoorahmgulli 
Particularly sleepy 
 
Wadhigali 
Say very much 
Wutheegully 
Talkative 
 
Gundeh  wudhaη  darambeh 
That (distant)  grass  dry 
Goondair woothung durumbair 
That grass is very dry 
 
Gala ηuhmbiyn gahnyulu bawgani wudhaηgu ηeh wurahηgu 
This  house      these people  build       grass      yes    leaves 
Gulla ngoombiyn garnyooloo buwgani woodhanggoo ngear 
woorarngu 
These people built this house of grass and leaves 
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Gubanehyn galgahyn muruhn gundehgal  yinahyn 
Do first          will cut     wood then lie down 
Goobunehyn gulguhyn mooroohn goodehgul yinuhyn 
First I will chop the wood, then I will lie down 
 
Maliyu jahdhambu jaηmani  malahni bawur duηanahyu 
That      child     did wrongly that way head cry 
Muliyu jarthumbu jungmuni mularni buwoor doongunaryu 
The child made her head ache by crying 
 
ηadhu  mala ηuruyn bilahru bugani nyabay jugali-nyun 
I that emu spear speared water   drink   
Nguthu mula ngooruyn bilarru booguni nyubay jooguli-nyoon 
I speared the emu while it was drinking water 
 
Malihu      jarwahyn   mala jali      bilahr  mayah 
That (male)  will scrape that stick spear make 
Muleeu juwarhyn mulla julli bilar muyar 
He will smooth down the wood to make a spear 
 
 
 
Connections with Other Groups of People 
 
The Warwick people regularly travelled away from their normal 
living area to mix with other people. The following examples 
illustrate this fact: 
 
• In 1883 there was a corroboree held at Biboo-Biboo (near 
Hardcastle’s lagoon a kilometre south of the Dugandan hotel 
near Boonah) which people from Warwick and Killarney 
attended as well as people from the Richmond River, the 
Brisbane River, Nanango and the Bunya Mountains.91 
 
• In the early years of European settlement. a local Aboriginal 
man called Tommy was travelling in the Boonah area between 
Warwick and Brisbane and in the land occupied by the Yuggera 
                                              
91 Steele (1987), p.147 
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people. Here he was shot dead by Native Police under the 
command of Inspector Wheeler.92 
 
• People from Warwick regularly travelled to the Bunya Festival 
in the Bunya Mountains. Chapter 4 give more details of these 
events and the map on page 98 shows the likely route travelled 
to get there. 
 
Pathways 
There was a pathway from near Killarney down the mountains 
to Beaudesert the approximate route of which is shown on the 
map on page 98. This pathway was used to travel to South 
Stradbroke Island (offshore from Brisbane) for fishing and to 
maintain contact with the Yuggera people from around 
Beaudesert. Steele93 suggests that this track may have passed 
between Mt Lindsay and Glennies Chair, a route also used by 
the first European settlers, and it is likely they followed 
Aboriginal pathways. Descriptions of such tracks from other 
areas shows that they were quite common and were followed by 
European "explorers" in some cases. The pathways were 
maintained by such actions as breaking overgrowing 
branches.94 There was also a similar pathway down the range 
in the Toowoomba area, possibly at Gormon's Gap.95  
 
The people around Warwick also had direct contact with the 
people of the area below the ranges using smoke signals. The 
Yuggera people of Moogerah and the Gidhabal people of 
Warwick used a smoke signal station on Bunkool (Mt Roberts). 
Others had stations on Jirraman (Wilson's Peak) and the 
McIntyre tribe (the Kamilaroi from around Goondiwindi) used 
Binkinjoora (Spicer's Peak) to talk to the Yuggera people (see 
maps on pages 63 and 98).96 
                                              
92 Hall (1920a), p.4 
93 Steele (1987), p.40 
94 Reynolds (1990) 
95 May  (1994) 
96Steele (1987), p.146 
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Aboriginal people also used to send messages by a form of 
writing, sometimes conveyed in a forked stick.97 An Aboriginal 
man from Warwick (named Carlo by European people),  used to 
record plans for a corroboree on the inner bark of a tree using 
goanna oil dyed with a pigment (see Chapter 4 for details of his 
corroborees).98 It is possible that similar techniques were used 
generally to record messages. 
 
The now familiar "Coo-ee" of the Australian bush was borrowed 
from Aboriginal people who used to call others with a call 
described at the time as “Cu, he, cu, he.”99 
Ritual Fighting 
 
Around Warwick, it was common for early European settlers to 
see tribal fights between the Kamilaroi men from further west 
on the McIntyre River, and the Gidhabal men. A place 
immediately to the west of where Warwick was located in 1902 
was often the battleground. They used spears, boomerangs, 
stone axes and nulla-nullas in these battles.100 
 
Some of this observed 'inter-tribal' fighting was in fact ritual 
combat and it was a common form of either entertainment or of 
trial for an offence. The battle was often fought at long range 
and few people were hurt. There were strict rules about how to 
use weapons and about what wounding was allowed. The rules 
varied with the age of the people involved and the severity of 
any offence. Groups of forty to fifty men would form a row each 
and then move towards each other. When they were about 25 
metres apart they would throw nulla-nullas or spears which 
were warded off by shields or side-stepped by those on the 
other side.101 
 
 
 
                                              
97 French (1989) 
98 Hall (1920a), p.45 
99 Bennett (1834),  p.288 
100 Morgan (1902), p.106 
101 French (1989),  p.26 
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Traditional Aboriginal societies had a strong belief in being self-
disciplined. They believed that it was necessary to resist 
temptation and endure hardships. These characteristics were 
undoubtedly necessary for the survival of the group in the 
harsher climates of Central Australia and it is reasonable to 
assume that self discipline would also have been important in 
the less harsh climates of the East Coast.102 (Chapter five 
contains a story from Central Australia which illustrates this 
point). 
                                              
102 Attwood (1988),  p.3 
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Chapter 4 
Music and Ceremony 
 
 
Every now and again people would stop their ordinary activities 
and come together for a time of fun through music and dance.  
These occasions were known as corroborees and often involved 
several hundred people. In the Darling Downs area, one such 
occasion was the Bunya Festival, held every few years in the 
Bunya Mountains over one hundred kilometres to the north of 
Warwick. This festival was an opportunity for feasting, music 
and dance, exchange of goods and arrangement of marriages. 
This chapter gives some insight into the nature of some of these 
special occasions. 
Bunya Festival  
 
A big occasion in the Darling Downs area was the Bunya 
Festival in the Bunya Mountains north of Dalby (see map on 
page 98). These mountains are covered in rainforest which 
includes numerous large Bunya trees. These trees produce a 
cone about the size of a human head which is comprised of 
numerous edible nuts. Every few years when the Bunya trees 
(Araucaria bidwillii) produced a bumper crop, word would be 
sent out to all the neighbouring people to come. People from the 
Warwick area would start to travel, probably following the 
Condamine River as far a possible in order to be sure of water 
supplies. The bunya nuts are ready to eat in about 
February/March. The explorer Leichhardt met a group on the 
way to the Bunya Mountains on 3rd January in 1846. 
 
The people local to the Bunya Mountains, the Wakka Wakka, 
played host to the visiting groups and even collected nuts for 
them. People would climb a tree with the help of a vine to reach 
the lower branches, and knock the cones down. 
 
The nuts would be collected from the cones and roasted in a 
fire and eaten. Each nut is as large as a small hen egg and very 
nutritious and so a good feed is easily possible. A photograph of 
bunya nuts is on page 211 and one of a bunya tree is on page  
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Bunya Nut and Mushroom Soup 
 
Serves:   10 
Time:       45 minutes 
 
Ingredients: 
1000 ml chicken (or vegetable) stock 
75 g flour 
300 g cooked, blended bunya nuts (after removal from case) 
250 ml cream 
pinch nutmeg 
200 ml milk 
salt and pepper to taste 
50 g finely chopped onion 
100 g sliced mushrooms 
50 g finely chopped bacon (optional) 
1 clove garlic 
100 g butter 
25 g finely chopped leek 
bunya nuts for garnish 
 
 
 
 
Method: 
Slowly fry onions and leek. When onions look transparent, add 
garlic, bacon and then mushrooms and cook a little longer. Add 
flour and cook slowly for few minutes. Allow to cool slightly. 
Slowly add stock, then milk, stirring into the flour. Add bunya 
nuts and simmer very slowly for about 30 minutes, then add 
most of cream, keeping some back for garnishing the soup. 
Simmer for another 15 minutes then blend and return to 
saucepan. Season with salt, pepper and nutmeg then add some 
more milk or cream to the desired consistency. Garnish with 
cream, bunya nuts and mushrooms.103 
                                              
103 Recipe courtesy of “Creating with Bunya Nuts” by Rex Parsons. 
Further recipes and bunya nuts may be purchased from Rosella's 
pantry, Bunya Mountains, MS 501, Dalby, Queensland, 4405. Tel: (07) 
46683171, Fax: (07) 46683131. 
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59. The taste is relatively bland but they can contribute 
wonderfully to some delicious recipes. The people would store 
the bunya nuts for later use by burying them in their shells in 
a string bag, usually near the bank of a creek. 
 
The gathering of people at the Bunya Mountains continued 
after the European invasion until at least 1871 when about 400 
men, women and children attended.104 
 
The Gidhabal word for Bunya is buhnyi 
 
Carlo the Composer and the Bunya 
Festival 
 
At the gatherings in the Bunya Mountains, it was the practice 
to hold corroborees (get-togethers with dancing).  There is a 
story about Carlo, a man from Warwick who used to compose 
new corroborees for the occasions. He used to make notes 
about his ideas as shapes of figures of men and animals 
painted on the inner bark of a tree using a pigment mixed with 
goanna oil. He would roll these notes up to protect them from 
the wet and work on the ideas until he was happy with the 
result. His group then practiced until they were proficient and 
then performed them to the visiting people at the Bunya 
Festival.105 
 
                                              
104 Humphrys (1992) p. 16 
105 Hall (1920a) 
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Corroborees 
 
This word is an example of the over-simplified meaning which 
European people have put onto aspects of Aboriginal life. A 
"corroboree" was a ceremonial dance associated with other 
important social activities such as exchange of goods and 
arrangement of marriages. There were several different types of 
corroboree known by different names such as those below: 
 
Gidhabal name                          Style 
 
Birbayn                             A corroboree for increase of food etc 
Bulun                                Shaking of the chest and body 
Yawahr                              Action and mass participation 
Giribal                               A traditional song 
 
Warwick Corroborees 
 
Dr Hermann Beckler was a German man who lived in the 
Warwick-Ipswich area between 1856 and 1862. In 1858, 
Beckler experienced a corroboree near Warwick which he 
described in the following way:106 
 
 "This evening I saw a grand corroboree. I accidentally got to 
know that there was a corroboree on and it was my desire to 
see it. I rushed out and hardly had time to breathe. From the 
distance I could already hear the strange voices and metal-like 
noises of the clashing boomerangs. Large fires in the distance 
showed me the right direction and I soon reached the camp. It 
was a large corroboree of about 100 men, plus women and 
children and old men lying on the ground. There were probably 
200-250 Aborigines. Only the men were dancing, or better said, 
performing the corroboree. It was actually not a dance, but is 
best compared to the to and fro moving figures of a ballet 
choir". 
 
                                              
106 Translated from German by Norbert and Fransiska Schreiber with 
assistance from Ruth and Will Peter
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A part of the corroboree music recorded by Hermann Beckler near 
Warwick on 20th March 1858.107 
 
"The women and children were sitting in rows in the front. On 
both sides large fires were burning. In front of the women were 
four men bending over and hitting big boomerangs against each 
other keeping the beat. When the chorus stopped and the 
boomerangs kept quiet, there was only a mourning-like 
whispering coming from the women. The performers who were 
in a long line opposite the women, all of a sudden turned, like 
overcoming pain and drew back in groups. After a short break, 
the boomerangs started and the women sang louder, the 
melody getting deeper note by note. The children and girls 
started with a loud voice one full octave higher and the men 
came to the front closer to the fire. First they went as if  full of 
courage to fight in two groups. Some stepped towards each 
other, making some unclear movements and then came back to 
one line by joining the chorus and pounding the ground with 
their feet in turn, according to the beat of the boomerang and 
the melody. The noise was enhanced by the women sitting in 
the front beating in the same rhythm with both hands on their 
bare thighs." 
 
 
 
Another part of the corroboree music recorded by Hermann Beckler 
near Warwick on 9th April 1858.108 
                                              
107 Reproduced from Voight (1891) 
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A few weeks later, Beckler again listened to the music of the 
Aborigines from a distance and made the following comments: 
 
"Close to midnight I heard strange musical sounds ... like the 
humming of a big fly. Across the river I saw the camp. A tree 
was burning like a pillar and crackling through the silent and 
dark night and the wind blew the moving and melancholic 
chorus of the men across to me. You will believe me that even 
the best conductor could not keep the sound and beat any 
better. There must have been many of them. If there was a 
thousand they wouldn't make a mistake. Now I show you a 
melody of this nightly choir which moved me more than any 
other music I have ever heard in Australia" (see the music on 
the following page). 
 
"The whole melody is like a river, no breaks or pauses. They 
sang the same again and again with short interruptions for 
about an hour". 
 
The Bora Ceremony 
 
The Bora ceremony was one where young men were initiated 
into manhood. It involved the preparation of a special place 
called buhl or bora circle. The following is Thomas Hall's 
description of the site of the last bora ceremony held by people 
at Killarney in 1858 (Thomas Hall was a European stockman 
who lived in the Warwick area from about 1860 to 1928).109 
 
The precise shape of the bora site is a bit unclear from his 
description but the following seems to be what he described. 
The location was on the south side of the Condamine River east 
of Killarney. He was riding along the edge of the rainforest 
country among the blue gums when he found an avenue 
leading into the rainforest. He got off his horse and went into 
the opening, which was about 7 feet (2 m) wide and 8 feet (2.4 
 
 
                                                                                                    
108 Reproduced from Voight (1891) 
109 Hall (1920a) 
Chapter 4________________________________Music and Ceremony 
 79 
 
 
 
A part of corroboree music recorded by Hermann Beckler near Warwickon 
28th November 1857.110 
 
 
 
m) high. On each side there was a large tree with the rough 
bark taken off to make it very smooth. "All kinds of animals 
were painted on the trees in a rough way with raddle, pipe clay 
and emu oil. On the right hand tree was a drawing of a ship in 
full sail, the one on the left having an animal representing the 
Bunyip or Mochel Mochel, also some huge men with all kinds of 
animals painted on their bodies indicating some sacred 
symbols in connection with their laws, similar to the signs of 
the zodiac."  
 
                                              
110 Reproduced from Voight (1891) 
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An artist’s impression of a coroboree.111 
 
 
The centre ring comprised a series of poles each about 2 m high 
and with ti-tree bark bound onto their tops to form a ball about 
the size of a man's head. Each post had a mark unique to the 
individual young man who was to undergo the ceremony.  
 
There was also a centre ring which Hall describes as "the same 
as a circus ring". Opposite every post was a clear track 
radiating out into the surrounding scrub, each about 40 m 
long. 
 
The ceremony lasted for about three days. The Elders of the 
tribe stood in the centre ring and taught the young men. 
Guards were placed around the outside to keep unwanted 
people away. The young men were not allowed to eat for the 
entire period. 
 
                                              
111 Sketched by Rion Crowe from a description by Hall (1920a) 
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On the first day, the young men were instructed in the art of 
fighting, particularly how to use the helimon, a shield made 
from the wood of the stinging tree (a rainforest plant). This 
shield was about 800 mm long and 300 mm wide with a hand 
hold cut in the back and was very light and tough. 
 
On the second day, the young men were instructed by the tribal 
Elders about bravery, truthfulness, and tribal laws. 
 
On the third day, they were tested with fighting weapons. They 
turned and faced the cleared track from the end of which the 
Elders would throw spears, nulla nullas and boomerangs at 
them and they had to defend themselves with their helimons. If 
they received a blood wound, they were deemed to have failed 
the test. Those who passed the test were called "Kippas" and 
had a native dog's tail tied around their heads. 
 
 
The Gidhabal word for a young man who has passed the first 
stages of initiation into law is marugan. 
 
 
The young men then had to receive the tribal mark, a hole 
through the divider between the nostrils. This was made with a 
very sharp pointed bone. This was done on the last night of the 
bora ceremony following which they were given a week's rest. 
Tattoos were then given to them by cutting their back with a 
piece of sharp sea shell. They lay face down with a piece of 
kurrajong wood to bite on to help them bear the pain. The 
wounds were filled with ash and oil which caused the wounds 
to fester. In this way, when the wounds healed they left raised 
lumps. In Gidhabal this was known as the First Rule of the 
tribal Law.112 A place called magihyn was where the men were 
initiated into the Second (final) Rule of the Law.113 
 
The marugan (as they were called in the Gidhabal language) 
could now call themselves men and were allowed to marry.114 
                                              
112 Sharpe (1995) 
113 Sharpe (1995) 
114 Hall (1920a) p. 9 
Chapter 4________________________________Music and Ceremony 
 82 
115 Those that failed the test had to do work such as strip bark 
for shelters (often known now as gunyas) for the older people of 
the tribe. If they did something that was considered brave, they 
got a second chance. 
 
 
 
 
 
The Bora near Killarney116 
 
The boras were also used as meeting places for people from 
different tribes because fighting was banned there. They were 
thus used as places at which to barter. For example, a bora 
circle near Wylie Creek (in the Stanthorpe area) was used for 
exchanging flint from near Stanthorpe (used for spear points) 
for myall wood from near Goondiwindi (used for spears). 
Alternatively the myall was made into boomerangs and spears 
by the Goondiwindi people and then traded for shields made by 
the Stanthorpe people.117 
                                              
115 Gunn (1937) p. 17 
116 Sketched by Rion Crowe from a description by Hall (1920a) 
117 Steele (1984) Chapter 4 
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Didgeridoo 
 
A didgeridoo is a hollow tube of wood typically a metre long 
which is played as a musical instrument by blowing in the end. 
 
The didgeridoo was not used in the Warwick area. It is a 
northern Australian musical instrument. In that country it is 
more common for termites to eat out the inside of suitable 
pieces of wood and so form the basis of the didgeridoo. A brief 
outline of its use as an instrument is however given here 
because it is now a common and popular part of many musical 
groups and associated strongly with Aboriginal culture. Most 
Aboriginal people believe that only men should play the 
didgeridoo. 
Playing the didgeridoo 
 
The didgeridoo is played by blowing with the mouth in a similar 
fashion to the way other wind instruments are played. The air 
from the player’s breath vibrates inside the tube and resonates 
at certain frequencies. The player can then also make 
additional sounds with his mouth and so add to the overall 
sound. 
 
The supply of air to the didgeridoo needs to be continuous and 
so the first skill a player must acquire is circular breathing. 
This is the ability to push air out the mouth continuously while 
sucking it in the nose using the stomach muscles. Part of this 
continuity is accomplished by using air stored in the mouth 
and cheeks. 
 
How the Didgeridoo Works 
 
Musical instruments such as the brass and the woodwinds are 
similar to the didgeridoo. Both work by air vibrating inside a 
rigid tube but they have the additional features of holes along 
the sides of the tubes. The science is fairly complicated when 
considered in detail and is too difficult to explain here. However 
the basic sound they make can be explained as follows: 
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Woodwinds 
A woodwind instrument such as a flute is basically a tube 
which is open at both ends because the mouthpiece end is a 
valve which allows control of the air pressure. The valve 
vibrates at a frequency determined by the size of the tube. 
 
Because the tube is open at both ends, the pressure variations 
must be small at those ends. The vibrations of the air can be 
represented by sinusoidally-shaped variations in air pressure, 
drawn inside the tube as shown below, where the variation in 
air pressure must be zero at the ends. A variety of frequencies 
may be obtained at any value of wavelength which allows the 
above condition, given a certain length of tube. 
 
Frequencies obtainable are thus n/2L where n may be 1, 2, 3, 
4 etc. and L is the length of the tube. 
 
 
 
 
 
Frequencies possible in an open-ended pipe such 
as a woodwind musical instrument. 
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Brass 
A brass instruments such as a trumpet behaves basically like a 
tube closed at one end. So in this case the air pressure 
variation at the open end only must be zero with the result that 
the vibration patterns obtainable are those illustrated on the 
next page. 
 
Using a similar argument to the woodwind case above, the 
frequencies obtainable are thus n/4L where n may be 1, 3, 5 
etc. and L is the length of the tube. 
 
 
 
 
 
Frequencies possible in a closed pipe such as a 
brass musical instrument. 
 
Didgeridoo 
A didgeridoo behaves like a brass instrument in that it tends to 
produce frequencies which are odd multiples of a basic 
frequency. For example, since the speed of sound is about 340 
m/s, a 1.3 m long didgeridoo should produce a frequency of 65 
Hz with harmonics at 195, 325, 455 Hz and so on. 
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A spectrum of a note on such a didgeridoo is shown below – 
note that the frequencies it contains are approximately n X 65 
where n may be 1, 3, 5, 7 and so on. 
 
The detailed bahaviour and thus the sound of the didgeridoo, is 
more complex than explained above and, in addition as with 
any musical instrument, its sound can be varied by the 
musician. For example, the different effects produced by 
players are because by changing the way they blow and the 
shape of their mouth, they can alter the mix of odd harmonics 
produced. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The measured frequency spectrum of a didgeridoo as played by Rion 
Crowe. Notice that it has frequency components at about 65 hertz 
intervals.118 
 
                                              
118 Measured by performing a Fast Fourier Transform on a recording 
of the sound 
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Chapter 5 
Waringh Waringh, the Cold Place 
 
The Warwick area is situated in southern Queensland on the 
western or inland side of the Australian Great Dividing Range. 
Because of its elevated location, the climate is relatively cold 
compared to the adjacent coastal area around Brisbane. The 
area also contains a diversity of soil types and consequently a 
diversity of natural vegetation and farming types. This chapter 
presents some detail of the geographical aspects of the Warwick 
area and shows ways in which these aspects were also part of 
the lives of Aboriginal people. 
 
The Pleiades Constellation of Stars 
 
Wariηehn is the local word for the Pleiades constellation of 
stars, otherwise called the Seven Sisters. This constellation is a 
cluster of stars visible in the northern Australian sky during 
summer. Its disappearance coincides with the coming of winter 
in Warwick and there is a story that Warwick is a sacred site 
commemorating the coming of the cold.119 Consequently, 
"waringh" means cold in the Gidhabal language and the name 
of the Warwick area was Waringh Waringh (pronounced 
Wadingh Wadingh). 
 
The Pleiades Constellation 
There are several hundred stars in the Pleiades cluster, which 
is about 400 light-years (3.8 X 1000 000 000 000 000 
kilometres) away from earth . 
 
On November 21 the Seven Sisters is approximately directly 
north and about two thirds of the way down towards the 
horizon. Six stars can easily be seen with the naked eye and 
another seven or more by those with very good eyesight. 
 
                                              
119 Radcliffe Brown quoted in Steele (1987) Ch 4 
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The constellation Pleiades shown in the southern sky.120 
 
Pleiades Stories from Other Areas 
 
The constellation of Pleiades features very commonly in 
Australian stories from many parts of the continent and even 
from other parts of the earth.121 Some examples are given here 
to illustrate this unlikely connection between people around the 
world. 
 
South Australia 
A group of girls reached adolescence and decided to submit 
themselves to a trial by ordeal in order to bring their feelings 
under control and so learn not to be selfish. The Elders of the 
                                              
120 Map courtesy of the Australian Broadcasting Corporation 
121Most details from GEO Australia, July/August 1996 Vol. 18 No. 4 
p.89) 
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group then asked them to go on a three day journey in the hot 
sun without eating. At the end of the three days, they were 
presented with a meal of cooked kangaroo and emu and told to 
help themselves. Each girl took only an ordinary amount of 
food and was praised by the Elders for restraining themselves. 
 
They then underwent an ordeal aimed at helping them control 
pain. Each had a tooth knocked out by the Elders and then 
willingly submitted to having another knocked out. They then 
had a large cut made in their breast and filled with the ash of a 
particular wood which intensified the pain but also helped the 
wound to heal. 
 
Shortly after the wounding above, they were given a place to 
rest for the night which was an ants nest. They had to lie all 
night without calling out while ants crawled over them and 
then present themselves to the Elders in the morning with 
smiling faces. The process continued with having their noses 
pierced and other ordeals and each time the girls willingly 
accepted more. 
 
Next was a test to see if they could conquer fear. They were 
taken to a camping area one night and told dreadful stories of 
ghosts, fearsome creatures and bunyips. When they were 
meant to be sleeping, the Elders crept around in the shadows 
making scary noises. In the morning they had to show no signs 
of having had a bad night. 
 
Because the girls had done so well, the Great Spirit took them 
into the heavens without any more suffering or even death and 
placed them there as the seven sisters to be a symbol to their  
people of how to suppress selfishness and show concern for 
others.122  
  
 
 
  
 
 
                                              
122 Ramsay Smith(1930). (Note that although this work was published 
under the name of Smith, there is some evidence that its contents 
were actually collected by David Unaipon, a well known Aboriginal 
man from South Australia in the 1930s. See Unaipon (2001)) 
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A couple from the 
area between 
Warwick and 
Goondiwindi123 
 
Pitjantjatjara, South Australia and Northern 
Territory 
Seven Sisters (Kunkaragkelpa) kept a pack of dingoes to protect 
them from a man called Njiru. However he succeeded in raping 
one of them and then continued his pursuit. In order to escape 
Njiru, the sisters flew into the sky to become the Pleiades. Njiru 
followed and became Orion’s belt. 
Europe 
Pleiades were the seven daughters of Atlas who were turned 
into doves and flew into the sky when they were chased by the 
hunter Orion. 
Groote Island 
The main stars of Orion are three fishermen and the small 
stars nearby are their children. The sword of Orion is the fish 
they caught and the Pleiades are their wives resting in a hut. 
                                                                                                    
123 Photographed by C. Roggenkamp Studio, Albion St., Warwick some 
time in 1800s. Reproduced courtesy of Queensland Museum 
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Photograph of the Pleiades constellation taken at the Mt Kent 
Observatory south of Toowoomba.124 
Melville and Bathurst Islands 
The Pleiades are a bunch of kangaroos being chased by the stars of 
Orion which represent a pack of dingoes. 
 
Special Places of the Warwick Area 
 
                                              
124 Supplied by Ken Mottram of  the University of Southern 
Queensland 
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There were some places in the Warwick area which had special 
significance to Aboriginal people, some of which are described 
here. These and other locations are shown on the map on page 
62. 
Budjah 
 
The Yuggerah people of the Fassifern area (not a Bundjalung 
group) called Mt Castle on the Dividing Range "Budja". The 
figure of an old Aboriginal man can be seen lying there asleep 
and it is said that in the Dream Time he arose from his sleep 
and all the country was flooded. He has gone to sleep again but 
he will devour all Aboriginal people the next time he wakes 
up.125 
 
 
The Legend of Cunningham’s Gap 
“In the Dream Time, the Yuggera people rounded up all the 
kangaroos and fenced them into the valley west of Minto Crags 
to prevent other people from catching them. But an old woman 
set them free, and as they stampeded across the Great Dividing 
Range, they tore a gap between Coonyin-nirrai (Mount Mitchell) 
and Niamboyoo (Mount Cordeaux) (now called Cunningham’s 
Gap).”126 
 
Mochel Mochel or Bunyip 
 
The people in the Warwick area believed that there was an 
animal which lived in or near deep, permanent waterholes. This 
animal was called a mochel mochel and was described to be 
something like an otter and very shy and hard to see. Thomas 
Hall, a European stockman, saw one at the junction of Swan 
Creek and Gap Creek (which is in the Swanfels Valley above 
Yangan) probably sometime around the 1880s. He heard a 
piercing scream like a woman in distress and saw an animal 
scramble from the shallow end of the hole over some land to 
                                              
125 Steele (1987) p.148 
126 Steele (1978) p.146 
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the deep water. It was similar to a short sheep dog, the colour 
of a platypus and with head and whiskers resembling an otter. 
He called it a “bunyip”. He never saw one again.127 
 
The Aboriginal people were afraid of the mochel mochel and 
would not go near a hole where one lived. One such hole was in 
the Condamine River near the Canning Downs homestead.128 
 
It is also interesting to note that "mugul", a similar sound to 
Mochel, is the Gidhabal word for spring of water.129 
 
Sightings of "bunyips" which have been described as being 
similar to that described by Thomas Hall above have been 
reported from all over south eastern Australia.130 There is one 
suggestion that the large animals which once inhabited this  
area (see Chapter 6) are the origin of the bunyip legends. 
Aboriginal people in other areas when shown the bones of 
extinct animals such as the diprotodon, have identified them as 
those of a bunyip.131 
Mudlo 
 
According to Hall,132 the local people believed that some men 
had special powers. This belief is similar to that from other 
areas of Australia where for example, there are stories about 
Kadachi men who have supernatural powers. These men had 
the power to kill people with the “Mudlo”, a piece of crystalline 
quartz. Such pieces of quartz can be found on the edges of the 
great dividing range to the east of Warwick at the head of Farm 
Creek and other areas in the district. Hall133 tells the story of 
how a local woman died simply because she had accidentally 
seen a mudlo in the hands of a man who was wrongly showing 
                                              
127 Hall (1920a) 
128Hall (1920b) 
129 Steele (1978) 
130 Perrin (1998) 
131 Rich (1985) 
132 Hall (1920a) 
133 Hall (1920a) 
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it to some European people. Steele134 talks of an association 
between quartz and magic. Bennett135 describes how crystals 
were used by Aboriginal physicians in NSW to heal people and 
that such crystals were never shown to women. 
 
 
The Geological History of the Warwick 
Area 
 
Prior to about 400 million years ago, the whole of the area 
around Warwick was under seawater and a large amount of 
sedimentary material was deposited as erosion carried material 
into that sea. The rocks formed by this process are now on the 
surface in the Rosenthal Creek area and are the oldest rocks in 
the area. The sediment also covered some sea animals forming 
the marine fossils which can now be found in these areas. The 
limestone deposits found to the south of Warwick were also 
formed then. 
 
Over the next 200 million years, more sediment was deposited 
and these rocks are now on the surface between Texas and 
Warwick – along the McIntyre Brook, Pike Creek and Severn 
River.136 137 
 
About 200 million years ago, lava forced its way to the surface 
through these sedimentary rocks and cooled to form the granite 
now found around Leslie Dam and throughout the Stanthorpe 
and Girrawheen areas. 
                                              
134 Steele (1984) 
135 Bennett (1860 p.190) 
136 Day et al (1983) 
137 Stevens (1973) 
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The 
Mochel 
Mochel 
described 
by Hall138 
near 
Swan 
Creek,. 
 
 
About the same time, most of the area was under seawater and 
more sedimentation occurred – probably with material from the 
rocky eastern uplands. Because the water was saltwater, there 
are now fossils in this sandstone, of seashells and other 
animals and plants. 
 
A lot of the land areas were covered with dense rainforest at 
this time because the Australian continent was much further 
south on the earth and the climate was much cooler and 
wetter. 
 
Photographs of a geological formation of the area, Mt. Greville, 
the grazing wallaby, can be seen on page 219. 
 
 
 
                                              
138 Sketched by Rion Crowe from a description by Hall (1290a) 
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Common routes used for interacting with neighbouring people 
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The route of exploration followed by Allan Cunningham in 1827 
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Geological Time Scale – The Warwick Area 
 
 
GEOLOGIC 
AGE 
 
MILLION 
YEARS 
AGO 
 
         MAJOR EVENTS 
 
 
Quaternary 
 
0-3 
 
 
 
Aboriginal people lived in Warwick area - 12,000 
years ago 
The giant animals became extinct 
Aboriginal people in Australia - 50,000 years ago 
Several Ice Ages 
 
Pliocene 
 
3-7 
 
 
 
 
Giant animals developed 
Rainforest gave way to more open forest 
The continent moved north and became drier 
 
Miocene 
 
7-25 
 
 
 
Deep weathering of the range area 
Weathering produced the red soils of Killarney 
 
Oligocene 
 
25-40 
 
 
 
Volcanoes along Main Range area formed the 
mountain range and covered the sandstone to the 
west with basalt 
 
 
Eocene 
 
40-70 
 
 
 
 
 
Cretaceous 
 
70-135 
 
 
 
 
 
Jurassic 
 
135-180 
 
 
Land lifted, plant material decayed in swamps, 
covered by sediment. Plant material formed coal of 
Tannymorel – the sediment formed Walloon 
sandstone of Mt Dumaresq and Yangan and the 
Marburg sandstone of the Condamine valley 
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Triassic 
 
180-225 
 
 
 
 
 
Land was further south and much cooler and wetter 
with a lot of rainforest plant life 
 
Volcanic activity formed the granite of Stanthorpe.  
Area covered by sea and thick sediment formed 
 
Permian 
 
225-270 
 
 
 
 
Sedimentary material deposited under sea. Now on 
the surface east and north of Texas (contains coral 
fossils) 
 
Carboniferous 
 
270-350 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Devonian 
 
350-400 
 
 
 
 
 
Silurian 
 
400- 
 
 
 
Area covered by sea 
Sedimentary rocks (now on the surface) deposited in 
Rosenthal Creek area (contain marine fossils) 
 
 
 
About 180 million years ago, more sandstone was formed from 
the sediments in the seas. These are the Marburg sandstones 
now on the surface along the Condamine River. During this 
time the whole area was lifted and partly drained to form 
meandering streams and swamps full of decaying plant matter 
from the thick rainforests. This vegetable matter became the 
coal which now lies under the area. Some of this coal was on 
the surface in Farm Creek where Aboriginal people used to 
bathe in the coal-seeped waters to heal sores etc. This coal was 
also mined at the Tannymorel Coal Mine and other areas near 
Allora for a time. 
 
A more recent layer of sedimentary rocks are the Walloon 
sandstones which are now on the surface at places such as Mt 
Dumaresq and Yangan. These sandstones also extend under 
the Brisbane area where they contain some dinosaur footprints 
and plant fossils. 
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Clearing of rainforest vegetation in the hills above Killarney in the 
year 2000. 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
A koala in a eucalypt tree at 
Maryvale, east of Warwick 
  
A bunya cone as it falls from the 
tree 
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Catfish  nesting in a creek. An example of contemporary Aboriginal art 
by someone who grew up in the Warwick area.139 
 
 
 
 
 
Dendrocnide excelsa 
 
Giant Stinging Tree, the 
wood of which was used for 
making shields 
 
                                              
139 Painting on silk by Sharman Parsons 
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There was a lot of volcanic activity in the area of the eastern 
ranges about 25 million years ago, the lava from which poured 
over the eastern part of the Warwick area and formed the dark 
basalt rocks and soils of those areas. It covered the previously 
formed sandstone which can be seen below the black soils in 
areas such as Freestone Creek. Some of the soil-salting 
problems which occur occasionally in the area are caused by a 
rising water table bringing salt from the sandstones 
underneath (which was formed under salty seawater) through 
the basalt top layer to the surface. At the same time the 
volcanoes formed what is now the Main Range, including 
Mount Cordeaux and Mount Mitchell. 
 
The red soil now around Killarney was probably formed by 
weathering of the basalt on low-lying surfaces at some time in 
the last few tens of millions of years. 
 
The Australian continent moved northwards on the earth 
during the last few tens of millions of years and became drier, 
rainforest giving way to open forest. On this land now more 
suited to grazing animals, the giant animals developed. These 
were the giant kangaroos, wombats and other animals (see 
Chapter 6 for more details). 
 
 
Over the last two million years there were also several cycles of 
ice age and the black soils of the valleys of Dalrymple, 
Glengallan, Swan and other creeks were formed by erosion and 
deposition of the black basalt rocks. Some of the bones of the 
giant animals became buried in the alluvial deposits. 
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About fifty thousand years ago there were Aboriginal people 
living in Australia. Scientists and archaeologists have 
suggested a number of theories to explain this presence. One 
theory is that people migrated to Australia from China and 
South East Asia at about that time. They populated most of the 
land from about forty thousand years ago when much of 
Australia was well watered, and the giant animals were present 
in large numbers. Then, from about twenty five thousand years 
ago, the climate deteriorated, the arid parts of the country 
expanded and the giant animals became extinct.  
 
The people were in Australia at the same time as the giant 
animals. There is no specific evidence that they were in the 
Warwick area together - the oldest local evidence of people is 
the Talgai skull, found in 1886 at Talgai near Allora and 
scientifically dated at between nine and eleven thousand years 
old. However the fact that people and the giant animals were 
here together probably accounts for the stories of such large 
animals in Aboriginal legend (see Chapter 6). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Farmland Salinity 
Salt sometimes rises to the surface and degrades farming land. 
This salt comes from the sandstone layers under the ground 
which were formed under salt water millions of years ago. If the 
water in the ground rises, due for example to too much 
irrigation, it can carry the salt with it. This is happening on a 
small scale along the foothills of the Great Dividing Range to 
the east of Warwick. Scientists predict a significant increase in 
its occurrence over the next few years. 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 5___________________Waringh Waringh, the Cold Place 
 106
 
Marburg sandstone exposed along the banks of the Condamine River 
on the edge of Warwick. 
 
 
  
Chapter 6 
Giant Animals and Aboriginal History 
 
Imagine living in a world where the kangaroos were taller than 
a man, and where there were lizards big enough to swallow a 
person. This was what it was probably like for Aboriginal people 
in the Warwick area about 20 000 years ago. Such now extinct 
giant animals, used to be plentiful in the Warwick area. This 
chapter gives some detail about those animals and relates their 
existence to Aboriginal history. 
The Giant Animals of the Warwick Area 
 
The Warwick area used to be the home of many species of  
large animals called megafauna which no longer exist. In the 
banks of the Freestone and Glengallan Creeks in particular, the 
fossil bones of about 15 different species of vertebrate animals 
have been found. Many of these animals were extra large forms 
of kangaroos and wombats.140  
 
 
 
A re-constructed skeleton of a Megalania (a giant 
goanna).141 
 
                                              
140 Molnar and Kurz (1997) 
141 Photographed in the Queensland Museum in 2000 
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The giant animals of this area were mainly grazing animals who 
lived in the open forest country which was probably not unlike 
the natural state of the area when European people arrived. 
Their remains have been found in the banks of the creeks 
where they were probably buried by deposition of soil carried by 
floodwater and subsequently exposed by erosion of soil from 
the banks. Some bones were also found by early settlers 
digging wells.142  
 
Most of the fossils now in museums were collected early in the 
period of European settlement of the area, and this Darling 
Downs area is one of the most important sites in Australia for 
vertebrate palaeontology.143 The map on page 105 shows the 
approximate locations where the fossils were found. Several of 
the creeks of the Condamine valley to the north of Warwick, all 
the way to Chinchilla, have also had had similar fossils found 
in their banks. In particular, King’s Creek at Clifton and the 
Pilton area have been the source of  a large number of fossils, 
some of which were still being found there in the year 2000.144 
Species in Kings Creek include most of those found in the 
Warwick area plus several others including crocodiles, 
thylacines (Tasmanian tigers and the like), other birds and 
reptiles.145 Some details of these animals are given at the end of 
this chapter. 
Giant Animals in Aboriginal History 
 
There are Aboriginal stories from many areas of Australia about 
giant animals. For example there are recorded stories from the 
people of Nambucca on the NSW North Coast, about giant 
koalas, and from the Darling River people in western NSW, 
about giant goannas. These stories are not myths because such 
animals did exist. None of the stories in the boxes below are 
from the Warwick area but they are included to illustrate the 
connection between Aboriginal stories and the animals which 
did exist in this area. 
                                              
142 Bennett (1872) 
143 Rich (1985) 
144 Toowoomba Chronicle, April 5 2000, p.1 
145 Molnar and Kurz (1997) 
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Marindi the Dingo and the Giant Lizard  
 
Fossil bones of a giant goanna (Megalania prisca),  were found 
at several locations along King's Creek which is between 
Warwick and Toowoomba. This “goanna” is estimated to have 
reached over 6 m in total length and to have weighed many 
hundreds of kilograms. A photograph of a re-constructed 
Megalania skeleton in the Queensland Museum is shown on 
page 107. 
 
A story from Central Australia. 
 
One legend tells of a giant lizard in Central Australia which 
constantly preyed on the people until finally Marindi the 
faithful dingo fought and killed the lizard. The lizards blood 
stained the soil red and so to commemorate the bravery of the 
dingo, the ancestor spirits made all the other soil in the area 
red as well. This story explains the large areas of red ochre still 
present in Central Australia.146 
 
Warwai the Big Snake 
 
There are also fossils of a large snake, Wonambi naracootensis 
being one such species) which, although not found in the 
Warwick area, was several times longer than people are tall and 
thicker than a person’s thigh. Aboriginal legends from many 
places in Australia include stories about Rainbow Serpents, 
usually large snakes who inhabit waterholes or who were 
responsible for creating rivers and creeks. The story below is 
reminiscent of the story from Christian and Jewish scriptures 
of Jonah who was swallowed by a whale. 
 
A story from western NSW. 
 
This story is told by Fred Biggs of the Ngeamba tribe from Lake 
Carjelligo in western NSW. He describes Warwai, the very big  
 
 
                                              
146 The Dreaming p.14 
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The areas taken by the early European settlers and the names given to 
those areas 
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snake who could swallow a person and who comes out when 
there is a lot of water in the river or lake. 
 
“In the ‘seventy flood, Warwai went out to the Nine Mile Lake, 
that’s what the white man calls it. It’s nine miles to Canoble 
Station. That Warwai, he went right out in the water. While 
Warwai was alive that lake would never have gone dry. 
 
"My old people used to get their rations from Canoble Station. 
They used to walk around this lake, about thirty miles. They 
got this rations for helping to keep the rations down. Well, one 
old feller, he started out one day to go to the station for his 
rations. 
 
"He came to a bit of land that crossed the end of the lake. He 
went across this bit of land and got his rations at the station. 
He was coming back late in the afternoon. Well, this Warwai 
had come down the lake and was lying in the shallow water 
sunning himself. 
 
"This old feller he thought that Warwai was this red ground. Of 
course, he was a fair age, that old feller was, but he was clever. 
Well, he put his foot on that Warwai, he walked right on top of 
him. And that Warwai, he reared up and swallowed that old 
feller, rations and all. 
 
"Well when that old feller found that he was swallowed, he was 
a wirreengum, a clever feller, he busted that snake right open 
and walked out of him. He got up and walked away and left 
that Warwai there. He never even got wet and he saved his 
rations. 
 
"That Warwai died there. The bones were there for years. A lot 
of old people told me about them. When I saw the bones they 
were crumbling. If you didn’t know, you’d think they were 
bullock bones. They were as round as that old wagon tyre. They 
must have been there for years until they crumbled right away. 
We were looking at them twenty or thirty years back. They were 
the bones of Warwai all right.”147 
                                              
The Dreaming147 
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Winoowaa and the Giant Kangaroos 
 
A story from the Wiradjuri people of central New South Wales. 
 
There was a young man named Wirroowaa who was the wisest 
and bravest of the Wiradjuri men whose people were constantly 
harassed by large herds of giant kangaroos which were about 3 
metres tall and able to crush people to death. Wirroowaa asked 
Byamee the great creator for help and advice. Byamee agreed to 
help if Wirroowaa could show his skill and bravery by painting 
himself with white clay which was found only where the giant 
kangaroos were camped. 
 
He smeared goanna fat all over his body and rolled in the dust 
until he was covered and looked like the earth. He then held a 
leafy branch above his head as camouflage and sneaked in and 
collected the white clay he needed. He then returned to camp 
and painted himself with the white clay as instructed. Byamee 
was pleased with him and immediately sent spirit helpers to 
the area. They created a flame from the friction between two 
sticks rubbing together and this flame lit the grass and the fire 
quickly spread.  
 
The members of Wirroowaa’s group had never seen fire before 
and so they became frightened. They gathered the children and 
their possessions and fled to a high treeless area from where 
they were able to observe the giant kangaroos hopping wildly 
off into the distance in fear of the fire. So successful was this 
strategy of Byamee’s that all the kangaroos left and were never 
seen again. 
 
From that time on the men of the group always painted 
themselves with white clay every time they were planning a 
special ceremony. This was to commemorate the great help that 
Byamee had been to them by not only driving the kangaroos 
away, but by also showing them how to make fire.148 
 
                                              
148 The Dreaming p.15 
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When Were The Giant Animals Here? 
 
The giant animals were relatively recent occupiers of the 
Warwick area and were here until people occupied Australia, 
within the last 50 000 years. They first occurred in Australia 
about 1 to 2 million years ago. They became extinct for reasons 
which are not known. One theory is that it was as the continent 
became drier. Their extinction occurred at about the time that 
people arrived in Australia so it is conceivable that they were 
hunted to extinction.149 Other continents also had large 
animals which are now extinct – for example the mammoths of 
Europe and the mastodons and American lions of North 
America.150 151 
 
The dinosaurs are much older – about 200 million years. Some 
evidence of them has been found in the sandstones which are 
underneath the black soil of the Darling Downs (see Chapter 5). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The lower jaw of a 
diprotodon from the 
Darling Downs.152 
                                              
149 Diamond (1997) 
150 Murray (1991) 
151 Diamond (1997) 
152 Photographed at the Queensland Museum. In 2000 
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The Giant Animals 
Diprotodons 
The Diprotodon was a large marsuipial herbivore about the size 
of a hippopotamus or bullock. Fossils of this animal were found 
near Allora, Yangan, King’s Creek and Freestone Creek. A 
smaller species was found near Warwick. In about 1872 an 
Aboriginal man called Charlie Pierce of Gowrie, north of 
Toowoomba, was familiar with Diprotodons from family stories. 
He stated that they had been extinct for a long time. Charlie’s 
people called them Gyedarra and he thought that they were as 
large as a draught horse, walked on four legs, ate grass and 
lived near the creeks where they spent most of their time in 
large waterholes, mainly in holes excavated in the banks.153 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
Reconstructed 
skeleton of a 
Diprotodon. The 
typical weight of 
this animal was 
1150 kg.154 
 
 
 
Kangaroos and Wallabies 
The kangaroos, wallabies, wallaroos and pademelons are 
herbivorous marsupials with a hopping method of locomotion 
which requires less energy for fast movement than a galloping 
animal of equivalent size. The fossils of several different extra 
large species of such animals have been found in the creek 
banks of the Warwick area. For example Protemnodon anak 
bones were found at Talgai, Freestone Creek and King’s Creek. 
The protemnodons were large wallabies with a typical weight of 
                                              
153 Bennett (1872) 
154 Photographed in the Queensland Museum in 2000 
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about 50 kg. Another example is Procoptodon goliah, found in 
Glengallan Creek, Freestone Creek and King’s Creek, which 
was a large kangaroo, 2.6 m to 3 m high weighing about 120 
kg. For comparison, the living grey kangaroo, Macropus 
giganteus, weighs typically 37 kg for a female and 66kg for a 
male.155 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A reconstruction of the head of 
the giant kangaroo, Procoptodon 
goliah.156 
Wombats 
The Phascolonus gigas was a giant wombat with a lower jaw 
about 23 cm long and weighing about 150 kg. It was found 
west of Goomburra and in Freestone Creek. The living common 
wombat, Vombatus ursinus, weighs typically 20 to 35kg.151 
 
 
 
A reconstructed skeleton of the giant wombat Phascolonus 
gigas.157 
                                              
155 Menkhorst and Knight (2001) 
156 Reproduced with permission from Murray (1991) 
157 Reproduced with permission from Murray (1991) 
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Palorchestes 
 
A species of  Palorchestes was found at Goomburra. It had a 
typical weight of  250kg. 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
A sketch of what the 
Palorchestes might have 
looked like.158 
 
 
 
A diprotodon race as depicted by Hartt in Smith's Weekly.159 
                                              
158 Reproduced with permission from Murray (1991) 
159 October 25 1924 
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Relative sizes of some of the extinct Australian animals compared to a 
human: 
A Megalania prisca 
B Simosthenuris occidentalis 
C Phascolonus gigas 
D Zygomaturus sps 
E Procoptodon goliah 
F Genyornis newtoni 
G Diprotodon optatum 
H Macropus titan 
I Thylacoleo carnifex160 
The species found in the Warwick area are C, E, G and H. 
 
Opposite page 
Remnant Angophera floribunda (Apple) trees along Glengallan Creek in 
the year 2000. This immediate area was covered in such trees when 
Cunningham first visited in 1827. 
                                              
160 Reproduced with permission from Murray (1991) 
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Chapter 8 
The Invasion 
 
 
In the mid 1800s Europeans came to the Warwick area and in 
so doing, destroyed the way of life of the local Aboriginal people. 
Such was the world view of the European invaders and the 
settlers who followed them, that, almost without hesitation, 
they took over all the land, destroyed Aboriginal people’s 
sources of food and in so doing, effectively condemned most 
Aboriginal people to death. This chapter recounts the way that 
invasion occurred in the Warwick area and attempts to 
understand the arguments Europeans employed to justify their 
actions. 
 
Some of the problems now faced by Aboriginal people come 
from their treatment by the majority of other people around 
them in society. Much of this treatment has its roots in values 
and attitudes held by the invading Europeans in the 1800s. 
This chapter attempts to define what those values and attitudes 
were so that the extent to which they persist today can be seen, 
and so that they may more effectively be combated. 
Settlement of Moreton Bay (Brisbane) 
 
In 1823, the Aboriginal people of Moreton Bay rescued three  
European sailors named Parsons, Finnegan and Pamphlett who 
were accidentally blown there from Sydney by a storm and 
nearly died from dehydration and starvation. The people fed 
them, supplied them with fire and helped one to recover from 
heat exhaustion by burying him in wet sand for several hours. 
When they recovered, the men returned to Sydney and told 
government officers about Moreton Bay and the Brisbane River. 
The penal settlement which became Brisbane followed their 
report.1 
 
                                              
1 Matthews (1986), pp. 3-5 
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From this rescue and other incidents, the Aboriginal people of 
the Warwick area probably had some knowledge of European 
people before the area was settled by them. There was for 
example a drawing of a ship on the entrance to the bora ground 
described by Hall near Killarney in 1858 (see page 78). The so-
called leader of the local group of people in about the 1860s 
(described by Hall as "King Darby") had met a European man at 
Clifton on his way to the Bunya festival as a boy.2 The man he 
saw was probably a runaway convict named John Baker. 
 
Telling of his stay at Botany Bay in 1770, 
Captain Cook wrote of the Australian Aboriginal 
people: "All they seem'd to want was for us to be 
gone".3 
 
European Arrival in Warwick 
 
In 1827, the explorer Allan Cunningham travelled north from 
the Hunter Valley in search of good land. The route he followed 
is shown on page 99. This map is drawn from Cunningham's 
original map, an extract of which is shown on page 141, which 
he drew by determining his location from the stars. 
 
After crossing the Gwydir River in northern NSW, Cunningham 
looked for smoke to indicate Aboriginal people; he saw very 
little and concluded that the land was largely unoccupied 
except for near a river. The European view was that if an area 
was not lived on permanently  and the area not used 
intensively, then it did not belong to anyone and it was 
available for them to take. 
 
Cunningham crossed the Severn River and the Dumaresq River 
between Texas and Boggabilla. A marker is on that spot today. 
He then saw the smoke of numerous fires from Aboriginal 
people's camps and heard the screeching of many flocks of 
                                              
2 Hall (1920a) 
3 Jill and Bruce (1998), p.70 
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white cockatoos and so concluded he was near good country. 
He was in fact on the Herries Range to the west of Warwick and 
approaching the Condamine River. As he and his party 
approached the Condamine, they saw three people on the 
opposite bank who "did not venture to approach towards my 
people, but without manifesting the least alarm walked 
leisurely away to the more distant part of the forest".4 A few 
days later they saw another lone man who ran into the bush in 
alarm. The only other place Cunningham saw local people was 
when camped at Swanfels. He wrote however that "very recent 
traces of natives were remarked in different parts of the vale".5 
 
 
 
Explorers such as Cunningham who did not use Aboriginal 
guides, often located good land by observing Aboriginal activity 
such as campfires and commonly followed well-worn and well-
maintained pathways.6 7 One such pathway was that from 
Killarney to Beaudesert and another was that from Beaudesert 
to the Tweed River.8 
 
 
 
On this quite dramatic trip, Cunningham carefully named 
many of the prominent features of the Warwick area with 
European names - Mt Dumaresq, Condamine River, Canning 
Downs, Mt Mitchell and others. These are the names still used 
today. In so doing, he ignored any names that Aboriginal people 
may have had for these features. The continued use of the 
European names today is an on-going act of aggression against 
the original people of the area. 
 
 
 
 
                                              
4 Cunningham quoted in French (1989),  p.92 
5 Cunningham quoted in McKey (1977) 
6 Reynolds (1990),  p.9. 
7 May 1994). 
8 Steele (1987) 
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Hero or Aggressor? 
 
To most non-Aboriginal Australians today, Allan Cunningham 
was a hero - a man who showed great initiative and took great 
risks to open up fertile land for non-Aboriginal people's use. 
 
Aboriginal Australians may have a different view of this history. 
To them he was an aggressor who came into their country and 
totally disregarded their rights. 
 
The fact that Allan Cunningham used evidence provided by 
Aboriginal fires to guide him towards good land is one example 
of how European people did not always truly "discover" 
otherwise unknown land. They carefully used the knowledge of 
the local Aboriginal people in this way. There are many other 
examples of the use of this prior knowledge by European 
"explorers".9 
 
 
The First European Settlers in Warwick 
The Leslie Brothers 
 
After the visit by Cunningham, thirteen years went by before 
the land was taken by European people. Patrick Leslie, a young 
man (aged about 21) from a wealthy Scottish family, left New 
England in Northern NSW to travel to the Darling Downs. He 
and his party hit the Condamine, followed it upstream, 
explored Canning Downs (immediately to the east of Warwick)  
and crossed the ridge to Glengallan Creek.10 He and his two 
brothers claimed huge areas of land around Warwick and 
became the primary "pioneers" of the area. 
 
 
 
 
                                              
9 See for example Reynolds (1990) 
10 French (1989) p.60 
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Part of the map Allan Cunningham drew as he travelled through the 
Warwick area in 1827.11 This map shows the same route as that in the 
map on page 99.  It includes notes about the nature of the country 
through which he passed. 
Aboriginal Reaction 
 
On this first trip, Patrick Leslie and his companion Peter 
Murphy woke up one morning to find themselves surrounded 
by Aboriginal people. They stood back to back, loaded their rifle 
and fired it and so scared the people away. On the granite belt 
some short time later, Thomas Archer (later of the Brisbane 
Valley) was threatened by a dozen Aboriginal people with 
spears, boomerangs and nulla nullas as well as gestures of 
contempt.12 
                                              
11 Reproduced courtesy of The John Oxley Library  
12 French (1989) p.101 
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The memorial 
to Allan 
Cunningham 
where his 
path crossed 
the present 
Warwick to  
Goondiwindi 
road. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The local people were not always glad to see the European invaders.13 
 
                                              
13 Sketch by Rion Crowe 
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The cairn commemorating Patrick Leslie’s “settlement” of the Warwick 
area in 1840. This cairn is located in the township of Cunningham 
west of Warwick. 
The Invasion 
 
The European invaders very quickly took over the land. Leslie 
was followed by several others including Dalrymple and 
Gammie, who each claimed huge squatting runs and proceeded 
to defend their empires against the local people. The map on 
page 110 shows the huge areas of land held by each of the 
subsequent owners about twenty years later in 1864. These 
enterprises were known as stations. In this way, the squatters 
obtained huge areas of fertile land for no cost. 
 
The European invasion occurred in the Warwick area mainly by 
large numbers of European people and huge numbers of sheep 
and cattle simply swamping the relatively few Aboriginal people. 
An indication of this rapid growths in numbers is given by the 
graphs on pages 144 and 145. The numerical swamping was 
aided by the liberal use of horses, dogs and guns. According to 
reports by the Leslie brothers, Europeans also killed Aboriginal 
people without qualifying or excusing it. 
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The decline in population of Aboriginal people on the Darling Downs 
after European settlement, compared to the growth in the -European 
population.14 
 
 
Almost immediately, the Aboriginal peoples’ food sources were 
destroyed or driven away. The smell of cattle kept the 
kangaroos, a major source of food, away from the waterholes 
and drovers and shepherds drove the people away from the 
best waterholes. These waterholes and the areas around them 
were the main sources of food for the people as described in 
Chapter 2.  Consequently the people began to starve. 
 
Dirty water also contributed to the spread of disease. Much 
sickness and death occurred as a consequence. Diseases 
brought in by European people were largely responsible for 
these deaths, mainly influenza but later on, also measles and 
whooping cough.15 Gunn16 suggests that smallpox arrived in 
the Darling Downs district even before European people did. 
                                              
14 Source of data: French (1994) 
15 French (1989) p.114 
16 Gunn (1947) p.18 
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The growth in the population of sheep and cattle after the arrival of 
Europeans on the Darling Downs.17 
 
 
Aboriginal people began to kill sheep and cattle for food, an 
activity which the squatters resisted with indignation. Around 
Warwick, for example,  "Gentleman Hay" used to ride into 
Aboriginal camps at full gallop, guns firing. The people would 
race for the Condamine and hide among its reeds. 
The Battle for the Land 
 
The European take-over of the Darling Downs area involved a 
very brief but intense battle for the land. Some Aboriginal 
people retreated to the more remote areas and waged a kind of 
guerilla war against the new settlers. Around Toowoomba, they 
planned a resistance and pursued the guerilla war for about 
twenty years.18 
                                              
17 Source of data: French (1994) 
18 Kidd (1997) p.5 
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Aboriginal 
Resistance 
"Between the 
dingoes, wild blacks 
and their dogs, 
Campbell's sheep had 
a bad time and they 
were forced (from 
Campbells Gully on 
Freestone Creek) to 
the slopes of Mt 
Marshall where the 
first buildings of 
Glengallan Station 
were erected”.19 20 
  
Greed 
Settlers with money were largely 
those responsible for taking the land 
in the Warwick area.21 22 Many were 
the quite young sons of wealthy 
parents back in England or Scotland 
who came for adventure and to go 
into business on behalf of their 
families. "There were opportunities 
for settlers to share the land with 
Aboriginal people but they chose to 
want it all, using their superior 
weapons to ensure the ultimate 
defeat of the local people".23 
 
Because the Darling Downs had a lot of open country, men on 
horseback had a definite military advantage when attacking 
Aboriginal men on foot. This advantage was used to the fullest 
extent - there are several stories about it from around the 
Darling Downs. For example, Pemberton Hodgson from near 
Toowoomba recalled that "The earliest, the primitive inroads of 
the settlers, were marked with blood, the forests were 
ruthlessly seized, and the native tenants hunted down like their 
native dogs".24 
 
The Leslie brothers came to Canning Downs near Warwick, 
prepared with thirty guns and plenty of ammunition. Their 
early approach to Aboriginal people was undoubtedly 
aggressive and they developed quite a bad reputation for this 
treatment. 25 
 
                                              
19 Hall (1920b) p.62 
20 McKey (1977) p.94 
21 Watterston (1968) 
22 Ward-Brown (1988) 
23 Foundation for Aboriginal and Islander Research Action (1979) p.10 
24 Quoted in French (1989) p.98 
25 Morgan (1902) 
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Some evidence of this aggression is contained in letters to 
home: 
 
• In 1841 George Leslie wrote that "we never allow them 
to come about the station or hold any communication with 
them except it be with a gun or sword."  
 
• In 1843 he wrote "The Blacks have been annoying us 
greatly within the last 10 months. We have lost through 
them 100 head of cattle and they attacked us again the day 
before yesterday. Walter (his brother) being down country I 
can't leave home, but Dalrymple (a local squatter) and a 
party are out hunting the niggers (sic). They have killed a 
great many men in this part of the country and not many 
days pass without our hearing of some man killed". 
 
• In 1844 he wrote "Our shooting here is mainly confined 
to the rifle and pistol used in defence of each man's lives 
and property".26 
 
• They reported somewhat carefully that at various times 
they had for example given Aboriginal people "what they will 
not forget in a hurry".27 
 
During 1840 to 1843 the European settlers experienced many 
deaths and a lot of fear. For example, Walter Leslie wrote to his 
parents in 1842 that (referring to the Gormon's Gap road near 
Toowoomba):28 "We have some difficulty at present in keeping 
the station in supplies as the road to Moreton Bay is bad and 
the natives very troublesome requiring a party to keep them in 
check when the drays go down".29 
 
Later on, after the battle for the land had been lost by 
Aboriginal people, the Leslie’s approach changed to a 
paternalistic and exploitive one.30 For example, a group of 
                                              
26 Ward Brown (1988) p.240 
27 Quoted in French (1989) p.95 
28 Johnson 1988 p.64 
29 Quoted in French (1989) p.102 
30 French (1989) p.99 
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Aboriginal people continued to move around the area occupied 
by the Leslies for several years after the land was taken. Some 
of these same people worked for the Leslies on their station and 
in and around the house. Even so, almost all of the Aboriginal 
people were dead by 1900. 
 
The relationship between the Leslies and groups of Aboriginal 
people from elsewhere such as the Kamilaroi from around 
Goondiwindi and the Ngarabal of around Stanthorpe who 
occasionally visited, was also one of conflict. For example, in 
the late 1840s a group of angry people surrounded Canning 
Downs and were driven off by the Leslies.31 
 
Sam Bonner, a living descendent of the Gidhabal people of the 
Warwick area, recalls that his grandparents told him of his 
ancestors fleeing to the mountains to the east of Warwick to 
escape European aggression. 
 
Further evidence of the on-going battle is given by the following 
brief comments by European people. Some of these comments 
were written many years after the events they refer to and so it 
is likely that some detail may have been embellished over time. 
They are nevertheless some indication of what happened: 
 
• "The natives were numerous, bold and savage... and no one 
could go about with the certainty that he would not be 
murdered. He always ran the risk of being speared from 
behind a tree or even out of the long grass".32 
 
• Near Allora "Peter Schriek's great grandfather lived in a bark 
hut on a forty acre block to the south of town. He had port-
holes in his hut through which he defended himself when 
natives attacked at night".33 
 
• Boundary rider's huts which of course were remote from the 
station headquarters, had "chinks in the walls for firing at 
Aborigines".34 
                                              
31 McKey (1977) p.141 
32 Ramsay from near Toowoomba quoted in French (1989) p.103 
33 Deacon (1969) 
34 Maryvale school booklet 1927-1963 
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• Danderoo (near Tannymorel) is apparently named for 
Tanderoo, which meant "place of murder".35 
 
• Writing of the Moreton and Darling Downs districts generally 
in the 1840s, James Demarr described how convicts used 
to use dogs to pull down a blackfellow and tear his entrails 
out. He also reported that it was well known that people 
were given milk poisoned with arsenic.36 
 
• Mr Armstrong Gillespie was a stockman in the Swan Creek 
district in about the 1880s and remembered camping 
overnight in the mountainous areas of that district when 
mustering and so (he felt) taking a risk of being massacred 
by 'blacks'.37 
 
• In the late 1800s a woman and her three children were 
resting near Moss's Well on the Spicer's Gap road waiting 
for the bullock teams. They were allegedly being threatened 
by Aboriginal people but were rescued by a young stockman 
with pistols.38 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                              
35 McKey (1977) p.37 
36 Demarr 1893 quoted in Johnson (1988) p.65 
37 Affleck 1945 
38 Hall (1920b) p.80 
Chapter 8________________________________________The Invasion 
 150
Native Police 
 
Native police were commonly used by the European authorities 
to kill other Aboriginal people. These police officers were 
brought in from other areas such as the Murrumbidgee River 
(in southern NSW) and trained. In 1849, the headquarters of 
the native police was at Callandoon near Goondiwindi. 39 40 41 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The European invasion began in Warwick in 1840. By 1843 the 
explorer Leichhardt commented that very few Aboriginal people 
were left on the Darling Downs. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                              
39 Rosser (1990) 
40 French (1989) p. 108 
41 Foundation for Aboriginal & Islander Research Action (1979) p. 14 
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The present memorial to European settlers at Callandoon near 
Goondiwindi, where the headquarters of the Native Police were in 
1849. 
 
 
 
 
 
The Snider 0.577 calibre single-shot breech-loading carbine was used 
by troopers and Native Police to kill Aboriginal people in the 1800s.42 
                                              
42 Photographed at the Queensland Museum 
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The Battle in the Areas Around Warwick 
 
 Toowoomba. Aboriginal people used the tracks from 
Toowoomba to Moreton Bay such as Gormon's gap, to mount 
attacks on travellers.43 They felled logs across the road, placed 
nets to stop travellers and rained boulders down from a hill 
near Helidon.44 
 
 Severn and McIntyre Rivers. Aboriginal people used to 
waylay European travellers along these rivers, kill them and 
leave their bodies with spears sticking out of them as a 
warning.45 A European man, Mr Marks spent many months 
hunting and killing many people in revenge for the killing of his 
son.46 Generally Aboriginal people waged war by killing cattle.47 
 
 Bluff Rock, Tenterfield. In 1844, the Irby Bros and Charles 
Windeyer of Deepwater hunted for Aboriginal people who they 
believed killed a shepherd. An entire group, men, women and 
children were driven over the edge of a cliff - the Bluff Rock 
massacre.48 
 
 Woodenbong. A large number of men, women and children 
were shot on the banks of the Clarence River and so most of 
their tribe exterminated. This was done on the mistaken 
assumption that an Aborigine had stolen some flour.49 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                              
43 French (1989) p.101 
44 French & Waterson (1982) p.18 
45 Telfer (1980) 
46 Telfer (1980 
47 For example Moreton Bay Courier 19/12/1848 
48 Richards (1995) 
49Magee (1987) p. 11 
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The Darkey Flat Massacre 
 
It seems that quite a few Aboriginal people were killed 
sometime between 1841 and 1844 at "Darkey Flat" at 
Hazeldeane near Pratten. Charlie Fraser told Father McKey in 
about 1977 that he had seen human bones there years ago.50 
 
It seems that the killing was in retaliation for the theft of stock 
or even the killing of a European person. The details of the 
story are a little unclear probably because European people at 
the time chose to keep the details secret from the authorities. A 
detailed analysis of various versions of the story has been done 
by French with somewhat inconclusive results.51 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The site of the Darkey 
Flat massacre near 
Pratten. 
 
 
 
                                              
50 McKey (1977) p.124 
51 French (1997) 
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The Economy Depended on Ongoing Colonization 
 
This was the period when a small number of wealthy people 
owned (under the imposed British law) nearly all of the land 
and used it to run sheep and cattle. The 1850s was a period of 
squatter prosperity on the Darling Downs, with the building of  
major facilities such as washpools and woolsheds. They made 
money by (among other things) supplying meat to the gold 
fields and sheep to the northern frontier where the invasion 
and massacres continued until much later in the 1800s.52. The 
taking of the land further north in Queensland was particularly 
bloodthirsty because of its remoteness from Government 
control in Sydney and Brisbane. The Queenslander newspaper 
protested against this behaviour as shown on the following 
page. 
Use of Women for Sex 
 
All over Australia, the large population of single European male 
workers commonly used the local Aboriginal women for sex.53  
54 In particular, the depiction of Aboriginal women as 
prostitutes allowed European men to avoid the guilt of rape, 
sexually transmitted disease or the children they fathered. This 
activity was the cause of much conflict with the Aboriginal men 
and of course was also the source of "half-caste" children. Some 
also believe that it also had a demoralising effect on Aboriginal 
men.55 At one stage, the Leslies at Warwick kept the Aboriginal 
people away from their landholding to minimise the use of the 
Aboriginal women for sex. This made their holding of the land 
more secure by reducing fighting and killing by the men and 
also reducing the theft of sheep as a revenge.56 
 
                                              
52 French (1990) p.198 
53 Reynolds (1998) p. 34 
54 Walker (1988) p.87 
55 May (1994)  p.51, Reynolds (1990) p. 117 
56 French (1989) p.96 
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A newspaper 
editorial from 
1880 
protesting 
about the fact 
that many 
Aboriginal 
people were 
being killed as 
European 
people moved 
further north 
in 
Queensland. 
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57 
 
 
 
Many European men felt free to rape Aboriginal women.58 
 
 
 
European Justification for Invading 
Australia 
 
The British government decided to establish a settlement in 
Australia in spite of the fact that they knew that people already 
lived there. British colonies could be founded by settlement or 
conquest under recognised international law at the time. 
Settlement meant that the colonies, under British law, became 
subject to British common and statute law. Had Australia been 
conquered on the other hand, British law said that existing 
prior Aboriginal law would have remained in force until 
specifically displaced by subsequent legislation.59 
 
                                              
57 Reproduced from The Queenslander, Saturday May 1, 1880, p.560 
58 Reproduced with the permission of the John Oxley Library, 
Brisbane 
59 Barker (2000) 
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A cartoon by Spence in 189460 
 
 
 
 
 
In this way, by calling themselves settlers, the invaders chose 
to declare the land to be uninhabited (Terra Nullius). 
Consequently, all people were called British subjects rather 
than invaded people and became subject to British law. 
Resistance against the British system was defined as "criminal" 
rather than as resistance to aggression. People thus became 
"outlaws" rather than resistors and were able to be punished61 
62 Terms as "lawless" and "treacherous" were used in the 
writings of the time to refer to Aboriginal people. Telfer in the 
Wallabadah manuscript refers to "depredations" being 
conducted by Aboriginal people on Europeans and to "wild 
blacks”63 and Irby wrote in 1842 that: "...The blacks are nasty, 
treacherous sort of fellows, and we are obliged to keep a sharp 
                                              
60 Reproduced from the Bulletin, February 24 1894 
61 Foundation for Aboriginal and Islander Research Action (1979) p.9 
62 French (1989) 
63 Telfer (1980)  
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look-out”.64 European acts of violence on the other hand were 
described as brave and courageous. 
 
After Aboriginal people killed 19 European people at Cullin la 
Ringo station near Maryborough in 1861, someone wrote: "... a 
set of bloody-minded treacherous savages they are. Wholly 
incapable of moral sentiments, and unused to a crush upon 
their passions and desires as the beasts of the forest, and 
entirely ignorant of those principles of justice by which 
European men in civilised communities are supposed to be 
bound..."65 
 
In 1779, Sir Joseph Banks, who had travelled with Captain 
Cook when he first visited Australia in 1770, encouraged the 
use of Botany Bay as a penal colony. He represented the 
Australian people as less than human and so justified the 
invasion by reporting to the British government: "…that the 
place which appeared to him best adapted for such a Purpose, 
was Botany Bay…that he apprehended there would be little 
Probability of any opposition from the Natives, as during his 
stay there…he saw very few, and did not think there were above 
fifty in all the Neighbourhood, and had Reason to believe the 
Country was very thinly peopled; those he saw were naked, 
treacherous… but extremely cowardly".66 
 
These arguments were instrumental in persuading the British 
Government to send the invading force. 
 
 
There was a strong belief at the time that land not being used 
in the European manner, was available for taking. For example, 
see the following newspaper quote: 
 
 
 
 
                                              
64Richards (1996) p.7) 
65Maryborough Chronicle, Nov 21 1861quoted in Matthews (1986) 
p.45 
66 Quoted in Jill and Bruce (1998),  p.95. Original capitalisation 
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Sydney Morning Herald 
1839 
"Civilised men have a right to occupy a country inhabited by 
people who make no use of that country, save to roam over its 
wide expanse; and the right to subject the natives to their laws. 
If the right of occupancy be admitted, the right of subjugation 
follows. We contend that the right of occupying waste lands, 
and of subjugating uncivilised men, rests solely upon the 
condition of rendering the one productive, and of humanising 
the other".67 
 
 
The argument rested on the idea that lack of agricultural use of 
the land indicated that the people were significantly inferior to 
Europeans. This dominant theory has survived into today in 
many ways. Land for example is often valued only for what it 
can produce for people and no value is placed on the inherent 
benefit of preserving and maintaining the land for long-term 
fruitful use. 
 
Sydney Barrister Richard Windayer argued in 1842 that there 
was no ownership of the land by Aboriginal people because 
"…they have never tilled the soil, or enclosed it, or cleared any 
part of it, or planted a single tree, or grain, or root…"68Historian 
Reynolds puts it as "Australia was deemed to be empty because 
it was not being put to productive use".69 A prominent theory at 
the time of colonisation was that there were four stages of 
Development of society: hunting and gathering, pastoralism, 
agriculture and finally commerce.  
 
Eighteenth century notions of civilisation were reinforced by 
Christianity - even the Bible was used by some to justify the 
taking of the land. Most Europeans believed in the Divine 
command "...go forth and till the land".70 Aborigines did not "till 
the land", and so this justified the invasion and allowed 
                                              
67 Sydney Morning Herald 13th May 1839 
68 Quoted in Reynolds (1998),  p.20 
69 French (1989),  p.91 
70 Genesis 3 
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Europeans to feel they were acting responsibly in cultivating 
it.71 
 
From the vantage point of today, this argument is misplaced. 
Aboriginal people did use and manage the land. They used 
tools such as fire and partial cultivation. Several examples of 
this management of the land were given in Chapter 2. It is also 
reasonable to say that Aboriginal people were civilised.  
"…throughout the world, many cultures spurned agriculture. 
The Aborigines, like the Indians of the American Prairie, valued 
a free and easy life, and lived as contented nomads within a 
secure belief system".72 
 
 
 
 
 
 
St Marks Anglican church, Warwick in 1864. By 
the time this church was built, most of the 
Aboriginal population of the Warwick area had 
been destroyed.73 
 
 
                                              
71 May (1994),  p.28 
72 Low (1991) p.5 
73 Photograph reproduced with the permission of the John Oxley 
Library. 
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Europeans Thought They Were Superior to 
Aboriginal People 
 
Governor Bowen, the first governor of Queensland reported in 
1860 following a tour of the Darling Downs that: "The 
wonderful advance of this portion of the colony during the past 
ten years is... derived wholly from the blessing of Providence on 
the skill and energy of its inhabitants in subduing and 
replenishing the earth. ...I have observed ...very remarkable 
illustrations of the proverbial genius of the Anglo-Saxon race 
for the noble and truly Imperial art of colonisation."74 
 
 
 
 
Warwick Examiner and Times 
25/7/1874 
(The colonial attitude continues) 
 
Speaking at a meeting of the Wesleyan Mission in Warwick in 
1874, Rev. B. Chapman said that "…the beautiful wealth of the 
(South Sea Islands) country had been opened to the 
gratification of the natural human taste because the missionary 
had gone to tame the savages, and this had been the means of 
preparing the way to commerce and science".75 
 
 
 
In hindsight we might now disagree with Governor Bowen on 
the following points: 
• He neglected to count that the land was taken from 
Aboriginal people to produce the wealth he refers to; 
• He neglected to count the labour provided by Aboriginal 
people which was important even in those early days; 
                                              
74 French (1994) p.133 
75 Warwick Examiner and Times 25/7/1874 
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• He neglected to count the laudable environmental 
protection practices of Aboriginal people; 
• He applauded a concept of subduing the earth which as we 
now know has led to considerable environmental damage to the 
land in this area (see Chapter 7); and 
• He arrogantly suggested that Anglo-Saxons (British) were 
better than others by using only some criteria to make a 
judgement. 
 
 
 
 
Upper Class Attitudes 
 
In 1844 when squatters were facing 
financial problems, magistrate Arthur 
Hodgson of Toowoomba expressed 
concerns about what he saw as two 
serious problems facing the squatters, 
who were all upper class people. These 
problems were: 
* That the squatters would have to hand 
over their houses, woolsheds and other 
possessions to the "primitive possessors 
of the soil (the Aboriginal people)"; and 
* That financial failure would also stop 
emmigration by the higher classes and 
so endanger civilisation.76 
 
 
 
Private Ownership and the Work Ethic 
 
The Aboriginal people were regarded as being migratory which 
implied that there was no need to recognise ownership of land". 
However Aboriginal people were not migratory but rather they 
had semi-permanent dwellings. An example is the village of 
dwellings described by Mitchell in 1839, which was tastefully 
built under casuarinas and acacia trees (see Chapter 1 for 
                                              
76 French (1990) 
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detail).77 On the east coast of Australia, Aboriginal life was lived 
in small groups and people remained mainly within their own 
relatively small territories. 
 
"Aborigines used the land of their people as common property 
and found the Europeans' concept of private property an alien 
idea. This concept of private property then allowed the 'owners' 
to exclude all others, including those whose traditional land it 
had been, from any use of that property."78 
 
An example of this failure to understand Aboriginal peoples‘ 
lifestyles is when the Commissioner of Crown Lands at 
Maryborough in 1855 said "... but their services can never be 
depended upon. They are naturally very indolent, and their 
habits are so migratory, that they will not settle to any 
continuous employment."79  
 
Aboriginal people at the time of dispossession could not 
understand the European person's emphasis on the virtue of 
work nor of the greed they exhibited in their search for good 
land, timber or gold. They could not understand why they 
should work all day to make money for a European person who 
had stolen their land and be expected to be grateful for minimal 
rations in return. Europeans justified this treatment with the 
payment of "civilisation."80 
Lack of Acknowledgement of Aboriginal History 
 
Symbols of the lack of acknowledgment of the Aboriginal past 
can be seen in the signs dotted around the Warwick area which 
laud the achievements of European people. These signs 
constitute an official  pretence that prior to European people, 
there was nothing. Some examples are shown in the 
photographs on the next two pages. 
 
Another example is a sign on some European graves near 
                                              
77 Haigh and Goldstein p.47 
78 Foundation for Aboriginal and Islander Research Action (1979) p.10 
79 Matthews (1986)  p.45 
80 May (1994) p.53 
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Kalbar which reads: 
 
"To honour the pioneers of the past who built the prosperous 
present. The beautiful and fast growing district of Fassifern was 
discovered by Captain Patrick Logan on 10th June 1927. The 
early roads and halting places between Moreton Bay and the 
Darling Downs through Cunningham's Gap (1828) and by the 
old Warwick road through Spicer's Gap (1847) were vital to 
settlement. 
Royal Historical Society of Queensland and the Boonah Shire 
Council, 23/6/66" 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A monument to the Pioneers of the Swanfels valley. Although such 
monuments are an important recognition of the pioneering efforts of 
European people, they ignore Aboriginal prior possession. This lack of 
recognition perpetuates the disadvantage of Aboriginal people. 
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Sign near the Goomburra Hall which ignores the fact that Aboriginal 
people lived in the area before 1840. 
 
 
 
 
The plaque honouring Allan Cunningham's "discovery" of 
Cunningham's Gap. Aboriginal people knew of the existence of this 
gap in the mountains, so the use of the term "discovery" is an example 
of ways in which Indigenous people are ignored in our history. 
Chapter 8________________________________________The Invasion 
 166
Primitive Natives 
 
Looking back on the way Aboriginal people were viewed by the 
early European settlers, it is apparent that they saw them not 
as contemporaries with different customs, but as primitive 
people. For example, in 1888, the Governor of Queensland Sir 
Anthony Musgrave speaking at a banquet to mark Australia’s 
Centennial, said: “The young folk of this country may reflect 
with pride that they are not descendents of the black 
Australian natives, but of their ancestors who fought at Crecy 
and Agincourt, who dispersed the Spanish Armada 300 years 
ago, who since that time have fought at Trafalgar and Waterloo 
and have since carried the old flag in triumph round the world 
and have built up this province to what it is.”81  
 
Emmeline Leslie of Canning Downs near Warwick reflected the 
same view when she wrote that "The south Queensland blacks 
possess a low scale of intelligence...They were devoted to a 
master they liked but incorrigibly lazy, and the only way to get 
them to work was to withhold food until the work was done".82 
 
Even Parliamentary debates included discussion of the need for 
Aboriginal people to strive for European standards and to stop 
being lazy.83 The Select Committee of the Legislative Assembly 
of Queensland said in 1861: "...all attempts to Christianise or 
educate the Aborigines of Australia have hitherto proved 
abortive". They "invariably return to savage habits...and are 
sunk to the lowest depths of barbarism."10 By this time, the 
Aboriginal way of life had been almost completely destroyed by 
the European presence and the behaviour of the people was a 
consequence of this destruction. 
 
These early settlers were seeing Aboriginal people as similar to 
their European ancestors. They regarded the Australians as 
relics of history and thus tended to impute to them the 
characteristics of their own less civilised past. 
 
                                              
81 Quoted in Clark (1981), p.14 
82 Emmeline Leslie quoted in McKey (1977) p.142 
83 Foundation for Aboriginal and Islander Research Action (1979) p.21 
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Much of the way Australian history, has been taught in 
schools, has viewed Aboriginal people as "of the past". They 
were described as a people who were at a stage of human 
development which their own ancestors came through several 
thousand years ago. 
 
Because they were of the (primitive) past, they were not of 
modern times and thus dispossessing them was justified in 
order to further the cause of progressive human development. 
Similarly, many non-Aboriginal people today value those 
aspects of Aboriginal culture which are from the past - 
traditional dance and art works for example. Perhaps the real 
challenge is that they be accepted as modern people in a 
modern world but at the same time authentically Aboriginal. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
"Australia's status as a modern, civilised and progressive 
nation depends on the degree to which it accepts and integrates 
Aborigines, whereas once its modernity was measured by its 
historical displacement of Aborigines and their 'absence.' "84 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Over Page 
This article from a newspaper in 1884 gives an indication of some of 
the attitudes held by European people towards Aboriginal people at 
the time. Several assertions in this article are now known to be 
incorrect. 
                                              
84 Attwood (1996) p. xxxiii 
84 An article from The Queenslander newspaper January 26 1884, 
p.133 
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The Queenslander 
January 26 1884 
 
 
  
 
Chapter 9 
The Colonisation of the People of 
Warwick - 1848 to 1897 
 
 
Colonisation occurred in Australia when Europeans took over 
the land and its resources, and suppressed or eliminated the 
culture of Aboriginal people. They did this by dominating 
almost every aspect of the lives of Aboriginal people and by 
effectively forcing them to behave in a European way in order to 
survive. 
 
This chapter records in as much detail as possible, what 
happened concerning Aboriginal people in the Warwick area as 
this process of colonization was completed. It looks at the time 
between when the battle for the land had been lost (about 
1848) and the time when the Queensland Government gave 
itself legal power over Aboriginal people in 1897. 
The End of the Resistance 
 
By 1848, the Aboriginal resistance on the Darling Downs was 
largely broken and the destruction of their society was rapidly 
completed. Out of desperation, many of those left were 
beginning to work as labourers, stockmen, domestic servants, 
sheep washers, nurses, cattle musterers and other similar 
occupations.85 
 
Aboriginal people who had previously lived free lives were 
forced by the lack of food to hang around the sheep and cattle 
stations, and to work for European people. Many were also by 
this time of mixed Australian-European descent. 
 
 
 
                                              
85 French (1989) p.109 
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Working for Europeans 
 
For a period from about 1850 to 1890 European landholders 
(squatters) depended heavily on Aboriginal labour to keep their 
properties going and making money. 86 In the earlier years, 
there was little fencing and Aboriginal people were extremely 
valuable for finding cattle which had strayed.87 (The first wire 
fencing was introduced in about 1868.)88  They were also 
commonly used as shepherds89 and to wash and shear sheep. 
The task of washing sheep continued until about 1880 when 
the practice of washing sheep before shearing was 
discontinued.90 91  
 
By fairly early in the colonisation process, individual Aboriginal 
people were being employed and moved around all over Eastern 
Australia. This movement was facilitated by the well-known 
Cobb and Co. coach service which was operating in Warwick in 
1874 as shown in the advertisement on page 175. 
 
At the same time, the status of Aboriginal people in the eyes of 
Europeans was that they were lesser beings than themselves. 
The men were continually referred to as "boys" and the women 
as "gins". The correspondence of the time also constantly gives 
the sense that they were considered to be owned by their 
employers. 
 
Following are some examples from the Warwick area of the 
ways in which the economic success of European settlement 
depended not only on the land taken from the Aboriginal 
people, but also on the cheap labour provided by them. 
 
• Carl Lumholtz, speaking of the southern Darling Downs 
in 1889 applauded the value of Aboriginal workmen to 
European people: "Among the sheep and cattle, the blacks 
                                              
86 Thorpe (1996) p.70 
87 Corbie Dhue (1987) p.11 
88 Walker (1988) p.119 
89 Reynolds (1990)  p.202 
90 Reynolds (1990)  p.196 
91 Corbie Dhue (1987) p.11 
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are well nigh indispensable at every station. They know 
every animal and give it much better care than it can get 
from a white man. A black boy (the derogatory term for 
Aboriginal man) whom I knew was able to distinguish the 
footprints of the various horses belonging to the station. 
Some of them have great skill in making whips and bridles, 
in carving whip handles, and in doing other handiwork."92 
 
 
 
 
A washpool at Goomburra constructed in a creek. sketched in 1851 by 
Conrad Martens. These washpools were used to wash sheep prior to 
shearing up to about 1880. It was common for Aboriginal men to do 
the labour.93 
 
• Aboriginal people were employed as horsebreakers and 
to track lost sheep at Mr Henry Marsh's station near 
Stanthorpe.94 
                                              
92 Quoted in Johnston (1988) p.112 
93 Reproduced courtesy of Mitchell Library, State Library of New South 
Wales. ML PXC971,f.10 
94 Walker (1988) p31 
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• There were quite a few "Blacks" employed at Killarney 
and at Maryvale station in 1865.95 (By 1881 Aboriginal 
people were being given welfare in the form of blankets at 
both these stations – see later in this chapter). 
 
• Aboriginal people did a lot of clearing work for the early 
European settlers at a wage of about 1.5 pounds per acre.96 
 
• In 1847 a road was built down the Dividing Range 
through Spicer's Gap as an alternative to the very difficult 
slopes of Cunningham's Gap or the Gormon's Gap track at 
Toowoomba. Aboriginal people were part of the team who 
built this road.97  98 
 
• Leichardt in 1850 when exploring the Darling Downs 
had a guide called Wommai from Newcastle in NSW 
(otherwise known as "Brown") who was very much 
appreciated for the help he gave.99 
 
• Aboriginal women were also midwives for many 
European women living in areas isolated from other 
Europeans. 
 
Aboriginal Pay 
 
This work by Aboriginal people was done for only food and 
clothing, a case of wealthy people taking advantage of the fact 
that the Aboriginal people had no system of payment other 
than in kind. For example, Mr Henry Anstey of the Yangan area 
recalled an old Aboriginal couple called Dick and Dina. Dina 
used to come and help his mother with the washing and receive 
her pay in tea and sugar.100 
                                              
95 Frere (1865) in French (1994) p.149 
96 Ahearn (1993) p.97 
97 French (1990) p.86 
98 McKey (1977) p.128 
99 Reynolds (1990) p.25 
100 McKey (1977) 
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They were occasionally given cash amounts like 5 or 10 
shillings such as when they were going on a trip.101 [To put this 
amount of 10 shilling in context, shearers were paid about 3 
shillings per twenty sheep in the 60s, 70s and 80s102 and a 
typical Toowoomba house cost 100 pounds (or 2000 shillings) 
in 1876 and 120 pounds (2400 shillings) in 1890.103 That 
means that giving them an occasional 10 shillings was like 
paying them somewhat less than a day’s wages every now and 
again]. 
 
 
The Destruction of Aboriginal Society 
 
At the same time as some Aboriginal people were working for 
Europeans, Aboriginal society was being destroyed. People who 
were unable or unwilling to work for the Europeans, quickly 
became unhealthy and undignified as their former lifestyle 
crumbled around them. For example, a traveller to Warwick in 
1853 (13 years after European settlement) noted that "Blacks 
now greatly diminished, not more than 40 men. Both men and 
women look very old for their age. Don't wear many clothes, 
almost naked around a fire. All very fond of tobacco".104 
Another observer wrote that they were reputed to be  "good and 
clever workmen but their manner was most listless and 
uninteresting. When not at work, they lie on their faces, bury 
their head in their hands and seem to find it too much trouble 
to look up and answer a question. They are hideous and 
disgustingly dirty, and love to rub themselves in oil".105 
 
People who had a short time ago been healthy and happy (see 
chapter 1) were now being criticised for being lazy and 
depressed. Another travelling European man who saw himself 
as part of an upper class, commented that we “picked up a 
                                              
101 Stobart (1853) in French (1994) p.109 
102 Watterston (1968) p.20 
103 Watterston (1968) p.149 
104 Stobart (1853), quoted in French (1994) p.109 
105 Frere (1865) in French (1994) p.149 
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black boy on way to a wallaby hunt. Seemed dull and stupid 
but was very sharp once he saw the game. Very keen of sight. 
Impossible to get the blacks to do anything in summer except 
to spear fish for food".106  
 
These comments serve to illustrate both the rapid destruction 
of Aboriginal peoples’ lifestyles and the common inability of 
European visitors to understand Aboriginal peoples’ lack of 
interest in working for other people. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A washpool at Eton Vale near Toowoomba. At least one of the people in 
this sketch is clearly intended to be Aboriginal.107 
 
 
                                              
106 Stobart (1853) in French (1994) p.109 
107 Reproduced with the permission of the Queensland Museum 
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Notice from the Warwick Examiner and Times, May 16 
1874, showing the local operation of the Cobb and Co 
coaches.108 
 
 
 
Because of this destruction of their society and the movement 
of people to work in other areas, many Aboriginal people lost 
touch with their original homeland and their whole system of 
relationships and responsibilities for the land broke down. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                              
108 Reproduced with the permission of The Warwick Newspapers Pty 
Ltd 
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Two Tragedies 
 
Government records tell of two tragic events concerning 
Aboriginal people around Warwick in this period: 
 
In 1865 there was a fight among Aboriginal people in the 
vicinity of Wantley and Percy Streets in Warwick in which two 
men were killed, one by a blow to the head with a small axe. 
They were taken to the "dead house" at Warwick hospital. The 
European authorities and witnesses did not know their names, 
even after holding an inquest.109 
 
There were Aboriginal people still living as a group at Farm 
Creek in 1887. A Police communication in May that year 
questions the need for an inquest following a fight among 
Aboriginal people there, which resulted in the death of one 
person and the suicide of another. At this stage Aboriginal 
people were not considered to be under European law in spite 
of the application of the law to them on some occasions as 
described in chapter 8, and so official enquiries into deaths 
among them was not normally necessary.110 
 
 
By about 1880, the original Australian people had become 
divided into at different categories. One group had become 
assimilated into the European community by virtue of mixed 
birth, marriage of choice. Others had become depressed rejects 
living on the edges of European society. 
 
This latter group were living on the edges of towns in family 
groups and surviving however they could. This group had 
rejected the invitation to join the European culture - to wear 
clothes or  to work in the European way. There are for example, 
some records of people camped at Gladfield and on William 
Eastwell's paddock at Swan Creek at about this time.111 Some 
Aboriginal people survived by working for the European people 
as outlined above but they were effectively discarded when no 
                                              
109 Queensland State Archives. Inquest October 19 1865 
110 Queensland State Archives COL A/238 1877 2707 
111 Affleck (1945) 
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longer needed for such work. Others were forced to hang 
around stations and towns begging for food and living in 
makeshift shelters. In this way some survived as visible 
Aboriginal people until the 1890s.112 The people around 
Warwick held their last Bora ceremony in 1858. One report 
estimated that in the area from Killarney to Crow’s Nest and 
Dalby there were only 122 visibly Aboriginal people in 1909 and 
only 50 in 1911. 
 
It is also the latter group which is being dealt with here 
because these are the only people from the Warwick area whose 
history can be followed and even then it is only recorded in a 
general way. It is important to note here that it is reasonable to 
assume that at this stage, the people had not entirely lost their 
culture. They must still have spoken their language and 
maintained their particular approach to family relationships. It 
is less certain whether they still had their detailed knowledge of 
the country because they had been denied access to it for more 
than forty years. 
 
 
A Massacre at the Diggings 
 
On 4th October 1867, the Queensland Legislative Assembly 
(Parliament) ordered the local Government officers to supply 
them with copies of all correspondence which had occurred 
between those officers and the Government about a massacre 
of Aboriginal people. This massacre had occurred at the 
Warwick Diggings (Goldfields) the previous June. The order 
asked for a report of the number of people shot. A copy of this 
"Order for Papers" is given on the next page. 
 
No other information about this incident has been able to be 
located. 
 
                                              
112 French (1989) p.115 
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A request by the Queensland Legislative Assembly to be informed 
about a massacre of Aboriginal people at the Warwick goldfields in 
1867.113 
 
 
 
 
It is interesting that Aboriginal people who rejected European 
ways, became a kind of yardstick by which Europeans 
measured themselves. In what now appears a rather pathetic 
way, European people continually referred to poor, 
dispossessed people in order to show how better they 
themselves were. 
 
 
Government Indifference 
 
The Queensland parliament was, from the very beginning in 
1859, dominated by men of considerable wealth whose primary 
purpose was the accumulation of further wealth.  Patrick Leslie 
of Canning Downs Station, and Arnold Wienholt of Maryvale 
Station are two examples of large landholders from the Warwick 
                                              
113 Queensland State Archives Col/A96 1867 2589 
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area who were members of Parliament at this time.114 This 
reinforcement of land owners political power contributed to the 
violence towards Aboriginal people. Even when the Government 
was aware of exploitation of Aboriginal people or of atrocities 
being committed against them, there was mostly an 
unwillingness to act, or to commit sufficient resources to 
preventing such acts of aggression. 
 
 
 
The Lower Classes 
 
An earlier justification for despising Aboriginal people was that 
their lifestyle of moving around following food sources was 
reminiscent to the British of the behaviour of the "lower" 
English classes who they associated with crime - and with 
whom words such as vagabond were associated. Thus the 
Australians were assumed to be "shifty" and dishonest.115 
 
Welfare 
 
After Europeans had been around Warwick for about twenty 
years, destitute Aboriginal people began to be a feature of the 
town as described above and some attempts were made to 
provide welfare. For example the document reproduced on page 
180 is a Police requisition from April 1861 for 75 blankets and 
25 red serge shirts for issue to the Aborigines on the Queen’s 
birthday which occurred at the beginning of winter. The 
requisition also states that none had been supplied since 1856. 
 
At some time in 1864, blankets were again handed out to 
Warwick people. 116 The names of the people to whom they were 
given were recorded in the document reproduced on the next 
page. Similarly, blankets were distributed at Leyburn in 1868 
                                              
114 Watterston (1968), French (1990) 
115 Kidd (1997) p.23 
116 Queensland State Archives Col/A55 1864 1589. 
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as shown on page 182 Another lot of blankets were distributed 
to people on the various stations around Warwick in 1881. 
Their names and gender were recorded in the documents 
reproduced on pages 183 and 184. This process of handing out 
blankets continued until at least 1883 when Warwick Police 
sought clarification from higher authorities about whether they 
should give blankets to station holders south of the border of 
NSW for Aboriginal people previously in the Warwick area.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A requisition for supply of shirts and blankets for destitute Aboriginal 
people in Warwick in 1861.117 
 
 
                                              
117 Reproduced with permission from the Queensland State Archives. 
COL/A14 1861 877 
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A list of Warwick Aboriginal people to whom blankets were given in 
1864. 
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A list of Leyburn Aboriginal people to whom blankets were given in  
April and May 1868 
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The heading on the official report detailing the handout of blankets 
around Warwick in 1881.118 
 
 
A list of Aboriginal people at pastoral stations in the Warwick area to 
whom blankets were given by the Police in 1881. 
                                              
118 Reproduced with the permission of the Queensland State Archives 
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The second page of a list of Aboriginal people at pastoral stations in 
the Warwick area to whom blankets were given by the Police in 1881. 
 
 
In 1864 there was a medical officer stationed at Warwick who 
was responsible for treating Aboriginal people (and there was 
also one at Ipswich and one at Rockhampton).119 This special 
attention however was not continued for long. 
 
Faced by a general indifference on the part of most European 
people and by the Government, concerned European people 
formed an Aboriginal Protection Society in Warwick in the 
                                              
119 Queensland State Archives Records Guide,  Vol. 1 
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1870s, as well as ones in Toowoomba, Ipswich and Brisbane.120 
A Queensland branch was formed at a meeting in Brisbane in 
August 1888.121 This group had the intention of promoting the 
best interests of aboriginal people all over the world at a time 
when English colonisation was occurring in many places - 
Africa, Asia, and the Pacific Islands as well as Australia. 
 
“The Act" 
 
In 1897 the Queensland Government passed the Aborigines 
Protection Act. This gave it the legal right to forcibly move 
people.122 During the next few years, those people who were 
considered a nuisance because they were destitute were 
removed forcibly to reserves or missions. 
 
An example of what happened to Aboriginal people is the story 
of Barb and Florrie. In September 1898 these Aboriginal women 
were assaulted in the streets of Warwick. Over the next few 
days the local police arranged for their removal which finally 
occurred (along with that of others) on 30th September. A 
subsequent report in the Warwick Argus, a copy of which is on 
the following page, tells of what was called “the last blacks” 
being taken away. The man Paddy Perkins who was named in 
that Argus report was a well-known identity around 
Toowoomba. 
 
Black Trackers 
 
Black Trackers were government employees who assisted police 
with duties such as looking after horses, collecting customs 
from the timber trade  and following the tracks of fugitives.  
                                              
120 Kidd (1997) 
121 The Queenslander (1888) 
122 French (1989) p.115 
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Item from the 
Warwick Argus in 
1898.123 
 
Yoocum, the name of 
the Warwick area 
people given in this 
article, is 
incorrect.124 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
During the years 1892 to 1899 there were Black Trackers 
stationed at Killarney, Leyburn and Inglewood Police stations. 
Their names and the dates they were in the Warwick area are 
given in the box on the next page. Competent trackers were 
hard to obtain and consequently people were sent to this area 
from many other places such as Charleville and Maryborough. 
 
One of their roles was to assist in policing the Qld/NSW border, 
particularly in relation to horse and cattle thieves who 
sometimes tried to escape the jurisdiction of the Queensland 
Police by crossing the border. Horse and cattle stealing was one 
                                              
123 Warwick Argus September 24 1898. Reproduced with the 
permission of The Warwick Newspapers Pty Ltd 
124 Archibald Meston, the Government Protector of Aborigines, claims 
that Yoocum, rather than being the  language of the people around 
Warwick, was in fact the dialect of the people from the south end of 
Stradbroke Island (Dansie 1990 p. 20) 
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of the major crimes of the times. There are numerous records of  
people being charged in Warwick for these offences and tried in 
Toowoomba from as early as 1860. 
 
 
 
 
Warwick Trackers 
 
People employed as trackers in the Warwick area included the 
following in the years indicated:125 
 
Killarney 
Windinnia    1899 
Unnamed  1899 
 
Leyburn 
Willie Ward  1896 
 
Inglewood 
Jack   1892 
Frank   1892 to 1895 
George Thomson 1897 
Windunna  1898 
Unnamed  1899 
 
It is likely that the men called Windinnia and Windunna above 
were the same person, namely Willy Wondunna from the 
Butchulla people of Fraser Island who was a known tracker of 
the time. Along with two other trackers, he also went to Victoria 
some years earlier to help in the search for Ned Kelly. 
                                              
125 Queensland State Archives, RSI13214/1/1705 
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Paddy Perkins who 
was removed from 
Warwick in 1898.126 
 
Myths about Aboriginal people 
 
When the Warwick area was colonised by European people in 
the mid 1800s, there were many false stories about Aboriginal 
people spread throughout the European community. Stories 
were spread by both by word of mouth and by newspapers and 
pamphlets. These myths about the nature of Aboriginal people 
encouraged the ongoing treatment of the people as "savages". 
Two examples of such myths are given here, one local and one 
more general: 
 
Myth 1 - "The Disappointment" 
 
In 1860, Sarah Elizabeth Downing, aged two and a half years, 
wandered away from the shepherd's hut where she lived in the 
Warwick-Goondiwindi area with her parents and brother, and 
vanished. Fourteen years later (1874), a young Aboriginal 
mother with whitish skin was thought to be Sarah and taken to 
Mrs Downing with much publicity. Some Aboriginal people 
                                              
126 Reproduced with the permission of the Queensland Museum 
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were described as having taken her and ill treated her. It was 
claimed they smashed her nose to make it flatter like an 
Aboriginal nose and smoked her over a fire to darken her skin. 
 
When Sarah's mother saw her, she knew that she was not her 
daughter and published an extensive pamphlet (the title page of 
which is over the  page) explaining the details. The fact that she 
was not Sarah Downing was also reported in the Warwick 
Examiner and Times in 1874. 
 
In spite of the knowledge that it was untrue, the story has been 
run several times in newspapers since that day: 
• Re-told in the Queenslander in 1934 
• Re-told with embellishment in the Goondiwindi Argus in 
1985 
• Headlined as "Aborigines stole shepherds baby" in the 
Sunday Mail on 27th May 1990 
 
This story and its apparent continuing appeal demonstrates the 
destructive power of ill-informed ideas about other groups of 
people. Such myths can continue to adversely impact on 
Aboriginal people by reinforcing the idea that they came from a 
primitive and savage past. 
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The title page of a pamphlet written by the mother of a girl who 
disappeared from near Warwick in 1860.127 
                                              
127 Reproduced with the permission of the John Oxley Library, 
Brisbane 
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Myth 2 - Aborigines were Cannibals 
 
It was a popular myth of 1800s that Aboriginal people were 
cannibals - that they ate human flesh for food. For example, 
the sketch on page 196 is one of a series used in Germany to 
advertise a money-making show which capitalised on the 
mythical idea of cannibalism among Australian Aboriginal 
people. 
 
There is no clear evidence of Australian Aboriginal people being 
seen eating human flesh for food.128 129 There is evidence that 
they ate certain parts of the bodies of recently dead relatives 
and colleagues as a ritual of respect, and sometimes in an 
attempt to thus inherit some of the desirable characteristics of 
those people. Perhaps this is akin to the use today of human 
pituitary extracts on children to encourage growth130 or to the 
use for medical research of stem cells from human embryos. 
 
 
Warwick History 
 
A time line history of Warwick from both an Aboriginal and a 
European point of view is given on the next two pages. 
                                              
128 Pickering (1985) 
129 Loos (1982) 
130 Arens (1979) 
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Warwick History 
 
ABORIGINAL    EUROPEAN 
Aboriginal people begin a 
greater presence in Warwick 
as government policies 
changed to "self 
determination" 
European people still largely 
wanting assimilation of 
Aboriginal people 
 
 
 
 
 
1980 
  
Aboriginal people accepted as 
citizens 1967 
 
1960 
 Period of relative prosperity 
Assimilation policy tried to 
force Aboriginal people to be 
like Europeans 
 
1940 
  
Second World War 
"Protection" policy kept people 
on reserves and away from 
European society 
 
1920 
  
Aboriginal people forced to 
work for Europeans for very 
little pay 
Mixed race people forced to 
"go quiet" about their 
Aboriginality 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1900 
 
 
 
 
First World War 
Large stations broken up into 
agricultural farms 
Women get right to vote in 
Queensland 1903 
Commonwealth of Australia 
formed 1901 
First radio between England and 
Canada 1901 
 
Last “undesirable blacks” 
removed from Warwick 1898 
Queensland Act allowed 
movement of people to 
reserves 1897 
 
 
 
 
1890 
 End of main timber industry at 
Killarney and Warwick 
 
Need for Aboriginal labour 
declines as sheep no longer 
washed and steel wire fencing 
introduced 
 
 
 
 
1880 
 Warwick Town Hall built 
End of pine and cedar industry 
at Goomburra 
 
Elementary education made 
compulsory in Britain 
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ABORIGINAL   EUROPEAN 
Remaining people employed 
as stockmen, labourers, 
domestics 
Resistance virtually over  
Majority of full blood 
population dead 
 
 
 
 
1870 
  
 
Railway arrived in Warwick 
Corroboree at Eton Vale 
Station  
attended by 400 people 
People continue to die as a 
result of removal of food 
sources and subsequent 
sickness 
Blankets handed out at 
Warwick and Leyburn 1864  
 
 
 
 
1860 
 
 
St Marks church commenced 
1868 
Glengallan homestead built 1867 
 
Prosperity of stations using 
Aboriginal labour 
 
Slavery abolished in USA 
Corroboree at Warwick - 250 
people 1858 
Bora ceremony at Killarney 
1858 
Many people working for 
Europeans 
People continue to resist and 
be killed 
50 000 sheep washed by 
Aboriginal people on Canning 
Downs 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1850 
 Queensland separated from NSW 
1859 
 
Darwin published "Origin of 
Species" 1859 
 
First sale of town lots and survey 
of Warwick town 1850 
 
Blankets, flour and tobacco 
issued to Aboriginal people 
Many people killed by 
influenza brought in by 
Europeans 
Many Aboriginal people killed 
during the battle for the land 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1840 
 Roads through Spicer’s Gap built 
1847 
Last European person killed by 
Aboriginal people on Downs 
Some European people killed 
during the battle for the land 
Leslie brothers settled in 
Warwick area – first European 
people, first sheep and cattle 
1840 
People living in small groups 
with plenty of food and good 
health 
 
1830 
  
Aboriginal population of the 
Darling Downs estimated to 
be 3000 
 
 
1820 
 Alan Cunningham explored 
Warwick area 1827 
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A brass breast plate presented to an Aboriginal man by the manager of 
Glengallan Station.131 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                              
131 Photographed by the Queensland Museum 
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A red-necked wallaby and joey at Maryvale 
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A poster used by the entrepreneur Cunningham in Germany in 1885 
in which Aboriginal people are portrayed as barbarous. Cunningham 
advertised his show with the following words: “…the only troop of 
those wild, malicious, uncivilised humans… really bloody monsters in 
a repulsively ugly form with extremely little intellectual powers and 
poor ability of speech.”132 
                                              
132 Sketch courtesy of Historisches Museum, Frankutam Main, 
Germany 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Section 4 
 
The 1900s 
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Lomandra longifolia (Spiny 
Headed Mat Rush). 
 
These plants grow along the edges 
of creeks in the Warwick area. 
 
Aboriginal people would split, 
dry and soak the leaves in 
water before weaving them 
into baskets. Finer fibres 
would be extracted by beating 
and soaking the leaves and 
then used to make net bags. 
The leaves were used to bind 
wounds. The base of the 
leaves were also eaten. 
 
 
 
 
 
Alocasia 
macrorrhizos 
(Cunjevoi). 
 
An extremely 
poisonous plant 
from the rainforests 
to the east of 
Warwick which 
Aboriginal people 
would process 
carefully and then 
use to make cakes. 
  
 
Chapter 10 
 
The Years of Silence 
 
 
The years from about 1900 to 1970 are years during which the 
European history of the Warwick area is largely silent on 
Aboriginal people. These are the years during which all over 
Australia many Aboriginal people were mostly pushed onto 
reserves or missions and into poorly-paying jobs and high 
unemployment. At the same time, economic development of 
European Australia relied on exploitation of Aboriginal land 
and, in places, on the use of cheap Aboriginal labour. 
  
These are also the years during which authorities introduced 
measures to protect, control and assimilate Aboriginal people. 
In these years children were taken from their parents in a 
deliberate attempt to dilute the Aboriginal proportion of the 
population. These were also the years during which Aboriginal 
people fought in two wars alongside European Australians and 
were abandoned again to poverty when the wars ended. 
 
Aboriginal Labour Props up European 
Industry 
 
The first seventy years of the 1900s were years when Aboriginal 
people were no longer regularly needed as workers on 
properties. They were often forcibly moved to reserves and 
missions. During the 1920s and 1930s in particular, Aboriginal 
people from reserves were depended upon for labour by 
landholders and they were paid extremely low rates of pay. 
They were in fact an essential part of the economy of some 
pastoral stations where European workers were often hard to 
get. For example, Aboriginal men Charlie Ogilvie and Pucky 
from the Bloomfield reserve in northern Queensland were 
employed at Killarney under this system of low wages in the 
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1920s and 1930s. This contribution of labour is often not 
acknowledged by those who praise the successes of 
enterprising European Australians. 
 
Many Aboriginal men remember some of these times as good 
times because they were employed, they contributed to the 
economy of the nation, they supported their families and, at 
least in the workplace, they felt they were accepted as equals. 
 
Young women were sent out to work as domestics for the 
pastoral stations and so provided a much needed labour force 
for the success of the enterprises. Some of those who worked in 
the Warwick area are named in the following box. 
 
 
Warwick Domestic Servants 
 
Some women who worked in the Warwick area and who were 
returned from Warwick to their home areas in 1920 were: 
 
Blanche Davis from Brisbane, aged about 30 was working for 
Miss Crane of Silverwood, Warwick for 12/- per week.133 
 
Cissy Rollie from Brisbane, aged about 30 was working for Mrs 
Highfields of Hillside, Warwick for 15/- per week. She had been 
there since 1909. 
 
Edith from Indooroopilly, aged about 18 was working for Mrs 
Curr of Rosehill, Warwick for 11/-  per week. 
 
Mary Jane Maher from Indooroopilly and aged about 23 was 
working for Mrs McIntosh of Blurkbonnie, Warwick for 12/-  
per week. She had been there since 1913. 
 
(In 1920, the average weekly wage for women employed in 
Queensland in the domestic industry was 46/3 or just over 
46/-).134 
 
                                              
133 12/- is 12 shillings or $1.20 
134 Knibbs (1921) 
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Many young women who were sent away to work for European 
people returned home pregnant to European men, contributing 
substantially to the number of children of mixed descent. 
However such wages as people did earn were often controlled 
by the Government. Only part of the wages were actually given 
to them, the rest being kept in an  account. Some of these 
withheld funds were eventually used by the Government as a 
source of capital including in 1963 when they was used to 
finance building work on hospitals in Toowoomba and other 
places.135 
 
Even the profits from enterprises at Cherbourg (a reserve for 
Aboriginal people north of Toowoomba) such as the dairy and 
the sawmill were returned to Government coffers rather than 
properly paying those who worked there. Aboriginal workers, 
both those employed by pastoralists and those employed by the 
Government, were grossly underpaid. For example, Neville 
Bonner, a Senator in the Australian Government in the 1970s, 
and uncle of Warwick Traditional Owner Sam Bonner, was paid 
one eighth of what his European boss was paid when he was 
supervising  a work gang on Palm Island in 1957. It was not 
until 1999 that some back pay was provided for underpaid 
workers from the period 1975 to 1986.136  
 
Whenever there was a shortage of jobs for European people, 
jobs for Aboriginal people declined because it was generally 
agreed that Europeans should have priority when it came to 
jobs. 
 
The as-required use of Aboriginal labour from reserves  
continued until the collapse of high-labour industries in the 
1950s, when changes such as those in the transport area 
meant that less labour was required. However even during this 
time, Aboriginal wages were deliberately kept low to support the 
non-viable cattle industry.137 
 
In the 1950s equal wages for Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 
                                              
135 Kidd (1997) p.236 
136 Kidd (2000) 
137 May 1994 p.121 
Chapter 10_______________________________The Years of Silence 
 202
men was made compulsory in response to changing social 
attitudes. Unfortunately, at about the same time, technology 
was reducing the need for farm labour in particular. As a 
consequence, many Aboriginal people lost their rural jobs and 
since then, there have been many unemployed Aboriginal (and 
other) people. Low employment rates for Aboriginal people is a 
relatively recent phenomenon. It contrasts with the situation 
prior to the 1950s when they did more than their share of 
building today’s society by firstly being deprived of their land 
and secondly by working for low wages to help establish the 
pastoral and other industries. 
 
Mission Control 
 
During the early few decades of the 1900s, many Aboriginal 
people were placed onto reserves run by the Government or 
onto missions run by the churches with some Government 
help. Examples from the Warwick region are Cherbourg (near 
Murgon) and Toomelah (near Goondiwindi). This placement was 
done to protect them from exploitation by unscrupulous non-
Aboriginal people. It was also done to minimise breeding with 
non-Aboriginal people on the assumption that, as an inferior 
race, they would then die out. On reserves, they were out of the 
European peoples’ way but still able to provide a source of 
occasional cheap labour for landholders. 
 
While on reserves and missions, people were regimented into 
European, Christian ways and forced to abandon their own 
languages, beliefs and family structures because these were 
believed to be "pagan".138 The prevailing set of values at the 
time is now known as Victorian because these values were 
dominant in society in the United Kingdom and Australia in the 
1800s when Queen Victoria was the sovereign. These values 
also included formal ways of behaving towards each other and 
strict rules about the correct ways to dress, speak, eat and 
most other aspects of life. 
 
 
                                              
138 Attwood (1989) 
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On these reserves and missions, people were also "managed" 
and told what to do by European managers. This control by 
Europeans continued until the 1970s in N.S.W. and 
Queensland. The people raised under these conditions still 
suffer from the negative consequences of this experience. 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
The situation for Aboriginal 
people as seen by Glover in 
1927.139 
 
 
In the earlier years, some managers of reserves were 
authoritarian in the extreme, intruding into personal lives and 
even flogging and chaining prisoners. People were not free to 
come and go as they pleased and removal to places away from 
their families was used as punishment for minor 
misdemeanors.140 
  
The  officers who worked with the people, such as teachers and 
medical staff, were not trained in any way to understand the 
culture of Aboriginal people. Since the theory of protection was 
that the people would die out and be replaced by the superior 
European culture, such training was considered unnecessary. 
                                              
139 Reproduced from the Bulletin 
140 Kidd (1997) 
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Reserves and missions were created to avoid the problem for 
European people, of destitute Aboriginal people living in camps 
on the edges of towns. Their purpose was to look after 
Aboriginal people until they died out and, coincidentally, 
provide a pool of cheap labour when required. 
 
Cruelty to people on reserves continued in Queensland until at 
least into the 1930s.141 For example, in 1927 Aboriginal people 
from Taroom on the northern Darling Downs were transferred 
to a reserve called Woorabinda further north. There the 
children had to sleep for over a year on the hard ground and to 
eat without dishes, cutlery or seating. Others were placed at 
Purga near Ipswich were they had to put up with bug-infested 
buildings, and lack of sanitation and schooling. The lack of 
funding which caused this situation continued in spite of 
requests from mission managers up until the 1970s.142 
 
All of this treatment was continually justified by politicians and 
bureaucrats by describing the people as heathens and 
primitive. They conveniently claimed that the continuing 
poverty of the people was due to their primitive nature. Many 
European people born in the early years of the 1900s were 
taught at school that Aboriginal people were an inferior 
group.143 Even the poet Henry Lawson in his poem “The Old 
Bush School” has students being taught that “…our blacks are 
just the lowest race on earth…”144 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                              
141 Kidd (1997) 
142 Kidd (2000) p.11 
143 Duncan 2002 
144 Stone (1974) p.32 
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A Story from 1934 
 
This is the first part of a story which was published in the 
Allora Guardian in 1934 referring the some time in the past. It 
is reproduced here as an example of the way in which 
Aboriginal people were regarded in those times.145 It was  
written for European readers and used sarcasm, exaggeration 
and humour to portray  Aboriginal people as inferior to 
European people. It also omits certain information which might 
otherwise have helped readers to understand Aboriginal the 
Aboriginal experience and to interpret the events of the day. 
 
Three Cheers for the Queen 
 
“Aborigines who lived in the Allora district in the days of good 
Queen Victoria regarded her as a truly remarkable personage, 
not because, by the grace of God, she was Queen of the United 
Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland and its Dependencies 
beyond the seas, Defender of the Faith and Empress of India, 
but because once a year, through the Government of the colony 
of Queensland, each loyal native received a red blanket. 
 
“Throughout the length and breadth of the land, dusky families 
postponed their corroborees, curtailed their hunting 
engagements, and made for the outback police stations. Her, on 
May 24, this being the anniversary of the birth of the sovereign, 
they obtained their blankets, and if the Colony’s last financial 
statement showed a credit balance, a stick or so of rank tobacco. 
 
 “So it was that when the police sergeant at Allora opened his 
eyes on a chilly morning, he found staring through his window a 
number of excited faces, while the owners jabbered loudly for 
the Queen’s gifts. At no time did the natives smell sweetly, and 
their bush odour quickly prompted the sergeant to point to the 
sun and disperse them with a wave of his hand, indicating that 
they were to return at nine o’clock. Then he fanned the room with 
a month-old newspaper, to clear the air a little. 
 
                                              
145 Reproduced from Corbie Dhue (1987) 
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“At nine o’clock promptly the distribution began. Knowing that 
the aborigine regarded his spouse merely as a chattel, the 
sergeant, assisted by the only constable, handed out the 
blankets and tobacco to the natives in the order of their 
importance. For the old lubras he wore his most engaging smile, 
and congratulated young mothers on the healthy appearance of 
their offspring. 
 
“The distribution was nearing its end when Hiphi, a wizened old 
buck from Talgai, noticed that there was one more blanket than 
there were natives. Silently he faded to the outer edge of the 
gathering and then bounded behind the police station. Carefully 
secreting his blanket under the iron tank, he ran around the 
building, emerging on the other side as though he had just 
arrived. 
“Absently the sergeant was parting with the last of the Queen’s 
gifts when the constable noticed that Hiphi was still clutching the 
single stick of tobacco he had received with the first blanket. 
Without a word, he kicked Hiphi on what is a native’s most 
vulnerable place, his shin, and as the startled man turned to fly, 
planted a well-directed boot in the seat of the trousers that had 
once belonged to an overseer on Talgai. 
 
“Despite his Irish ancestry, the sergeant was not a gifted 
speaker, so that the interlude gave him a lead to harangue the 
natives, who having obtained their blankets, also expected a 
speech. With a flow of inspired eloquence, he told them the 
Queen was not a person to tolerate thieving on a large or small 
scale, and enumerated the various punishments that would be 
the sure reward of wrongdoers. As an afterthought, he 
unwittingly pointed to the tiny watchhouse, which incidentally 
had been the temporary abode of more whites than natives.” 
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Social Darwinism 
 
The idea that the European races were superior to others was 
very popular among Europeans in the 1800s and early 1900s. 
The theory was that just as there was genetic evolution (as 
thought through by Charles Darwin and published in The 
Origin of Species in 1859), with living animals representing 
different levels of development on the evolutionary ladder, so 
too there was social evolution. Different nations and races 
represented different stages of the development of civilisation 
with the White European races at the top and Australian 
Aboriginals near the bottom. 
 
A logical consequence of this theory was that it was inevitable 
that the lower races should decline in strength and eventually 
die out. This attitude persisted until well into the 1900s. A 
Darling Downs writer expressed it this way in 1940:  "...as we 
came, so did they vanish. Now...we must pass along and leave 
them to the silence of departed things."146 Further, it was often 
felt that it was good and natural that lower races should die out 
and that part of this natural decline was the dispossession and 
domination of the lesser races by the higher order races. This 
theory thus almost required European people to conquer other 
peoples in the interests of progress. 
 
These were the theories called "Social Darwinism."147 These 
theories were extensively articulated for example in the 
periodical "Science of Man" which was published in Sydney 
around 1900.148 
 
There were several other logical consequences of the belief in 
Social Darwinism held at the time. Some of these are: 
• The progress of evolution required that in order to fulfil the 
"survival of the fittest" imperatives, personal good should be 
pursued with little concern for any negative impact on 
others. 
                                              
146 Jackson (1940) 
147 Hawkins (1997) 
148 Becket (1994) p.196 
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An advertisement for 
soap from the 1920s. 
 
The use of such 
symbols shows the 
low value placed on 
Aboriginal people by 
European people at 
the time. 
 
• Welfare was bad for the progress of humanity because it 
interfered with natural selection. For example, Robert 
Ramsay (of Rosalie Plains and Eton Vale near Toowoomba), 
said in 1869 that there was much bravery shown by 
Aboriginal men defending their land. However he believed 
that the inferior must give way to the superior race and it 
was desirable for the spread of Christianity or civilisation, 
that the European man should occupy the country and that 
therefore the blacks must be subjugated and probably 
exterminated.149 
• Warfare was seen as a biological necessity, a way of 
destroying inferior races and thus allowing stronger races to 
progress.4 
 
This belief in Social Darwinism continued in Government 
policies in Australia until at least 1940. For example education 
policies for Aboriginal people were for many years aimed at only 
providing a very basic education because it was believed that 
they did not have the ability to achieve any better. 
 
                                              
149 French (1994) P.66 
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It is interesting to see some of these ideas in contrast to the 
traditional philosophies of Aboriginal people who were 
categorised by European people as having too much concern 
for their fellows. Donald Gunn in 1937 in his history of the 
Warwick and Goondiwindi areas, continued to express the idea 
that eventually the Aboriginal people would die out. He felt that 
their socialism, or concern to share with each, other was 
preventing what he called progress.150 
The Beginning of Change 
 
From about the 1920s however, there were an increasing 
number of non-Indigenous people who began to push for a 
better deal for Aboriginal people. Gradually public opinion 
began to change from one of wanting Aboriginal people to die 
out to wanting to help them gain a place in the community and 
to save what was left of their languages and cultures.151 
 
At the same time there was opposition by the Government and 
among administrators to the idea of learning about Aboriginal 
people in order to better do something about the problems. Any 
European person who stood up for a better deal for the 
Aboriginal people, and there were plenty such people, were 
despised by their own society, and had their characters 
assassinated. Reynolds (1998) for example tells the stories of 
several such people over Australia as a whole.152 There were 
also people who returned to England because they did not 
believe they were justified in killing Aboriginal people to 
establish themselves in the new country. These people were 
conscious that they were squatting on Aboriginal land and that 
Aboriginal people had a right to try to make them leave.153 
 
                                              
150 Gunn (1937) pp.15, 16 
151 Reynolds (1998) pp. 27, 28 
152 Reynolds (1998) pp. 27, 28 
153 Reynolds (1998) pp. 27, 28 
Chapter 10_______________________________The Years of Silence 
 210
The Assimilation Era - Be Like Us and We 
Will Accept You 
 
From about 1940 or 1950 onwards, Government policy 
changed from one of "protecting" the remnants of Aboriginal 
people through placing them on reserves and missions, to 
encouraging them to become like the (European) mainstream, 
that is to a policy of assimilation. As a consequence, Aboriginal 
people were pressured to leave reserves and missions and live 
like European people. Pressure was applied by withholding 
wages and services as well as by other means. 
 
The health of people on the reserves and missions was very bad 
until the 1960s as Governments refused to provide adequate 
health and housing services. In the 1970s, the Queensland  
Government refused to allow some local councils to build 
amenities on reserves because it would encourage permanency 
of residence.154 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
Ficus coronata (Creek 
Sandpaper Fig). 
 
Aboriginal people ate the fruit 
and used the sandpapery 
leaves to polish wooden tools. 
                                              
154 Kidd (1997) p.270 
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Mt Castle seen from the 
Cunningham's Gap 
road. The head of a 
reclining and bearded 
Aboriginal man can be 
seen in the outline. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Bunya nuts after extraction from 
the fibrous case. 
 
 
 
An example of assimilation attitudes 
Some songs from the 1960s imply the desirability of Aboriginal 
people behaving like Europeans. For example, the country song 
“Trumby” has lyrics which say: 
“Trumby was a ringer, as solid as a post. 
His skin was black but his heart was white and that’s what 
matters most.”155 
                                              
155 Daly and Dusty (1966) 
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Aboriginal dancers and servicemen in Palmerin St., Warwick, probably 
in the early 1940s.156 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Cartoon by Neil.157 
                                              
156 Photograph by Alf Schreiweis. Reproduced with permission from 
Trish Wearne. 
157 Reproduced from the Sun News Pictorial, February 1985 
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During this period, there was little recognition of any Aboriginal 
culture in European institutions. Educational materials used in 
schools and  Government policies reinforced the assimilationist 
model based on the assumption that the only way forward was 
for Aboriginal people to forget their past and become like 
Europeans - to assimilate with mainstream society. 
 
An example of such published material is a collection of 
photographs published under the title “Assimilation of our 
Aborigines” for the National Aborigines’ Day Observance 
Committee in July 1958.  A copy of this publication was held in 
the Warwick High School Library until 2001. The photographs 
show Aboriginal people in a variety of situations learning to 
become like European people. One states that assimilation will 
involve Aboriginal people changing their behaviour in matters 
of health, hygiene, housing, employment and social 
consciousness.158 
 
 
However Aboriginal people commonly refused to be assimilated. 
They refused to leave the reserves and missions, partly in an 
attempt to keep their communities and culture together on 
their own areas.159 In spite of the loss of the material, visible 
culture forced on Aboriginal people through the practices 
described abive, there was (and still is) Aboriginal culture left. 
Some examples of this surviving culture includes language 
used and beliefs expressed only when among friends, and 
family styles which differ from European family styles.160 
 
The Revival of Public Aboriginality 
 
From about 1962 the mood in some of the general Australian 
community began to change. One reason for this change may 
be that a new generation of non-Aboriginal people emerged into 
adulthood from the relatively prosperous 1950s, and were 
concerned to discover a previously hidden Aboriginal 
                                              
158 Minister for Territories (1958) 
159 Kidd (1997) p.240 
160 Langton (1981) 
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population living in relative poverty. Consequently it was 
recognised that assimilation was not working. Aboriginal people 
were fighting to retain their families and their culture rather 
than adopting European cultural values.  Some Government 
policies changed to recognise the value of Aboriginal culture 
and the need for Aboriginal self-determination. In theory, this 
meant that there was an attempt to allow such things as 
Aboriginal culture in schools, Aboriginal staff in government  
positions and the consultation of Aboriginal people about 
Government policies which affected them. 
 
In the 1960s Aboriginal people engaged in organised protest at 
a local and national level against the way they were being 
treated. This culminated in the 1967 Federal referendum which 
made changes which effectively made Aboriginal people full 
citizens and gave them the right to vote.  Previously, S.127 of 
the Australian Constitution excluded people of full Aboriginal 
descent from being counted in the census and S.51 prohibited 
the Federal Government from passing laws relating to 
Aboriginal people living in the Australian States. The 1967 
change allowed the Federal Government to over-ride some 
States and bring in better laws for Aboriginal people. 
 
Following the 1967 referendum, the Commonwealth  
Government began to play a greater role in some aspects of 
Aboriginal affairs and put pressure on the States to consider 
Aboriginal rights seriously. For example the Commonwealth 
published leaflets for use in schools such as one in 1974161 
which presented Aboriginal people as people with their own 
valuable culture and which also conveyed a realistic view of the 
history of the invasion. 
 
This was the beginning of the present era where there are many 
Government policies intended to assist Aboriginal people to 
control their own destinies. 
 
These changes also meant relaxation of the conditions causing 
people to remain on reserves and missions. Many have left over 
the subsequent thirty plus years and moved into towns and 
                                              
161 Department of Aboriginal Affairs (1974) 
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cities in search of better opportunities for jobs and better 
education for their children. In the case of Warwick, many 
people have come from Toomelah near Goondiwindi, Mulli Mulli 
near Woodenbong, Tabulum in northern NSW and other such 
reserves and missions. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Mt Dumaresq east of Warwick which from this angle, looks like a 
sleeping goanna. 
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The teacher and students at Yangan School photo in 1960. Among the 
group are several Bonner children, Gidhabal people of the Warwick 
area. 
  
 
 
 
Chapter 11 
Aboriginal People Today 
 
 
 
This chapter presents a look at those people who call 
themselves Aboriginal today and at the changes occurring in 
how they see themselves and how they want to be seen by 
others. It paints a brief picture of some of the people who live in 
the Warwick area who can trace their ancestry to this area but 
at the same time discusses the broader issue of who an 
Aboriginal person is and how they should be regarded by non-
Aboriginal Australians.  
Different Ways of Being Aboriginal 
The question of who is an Aboriginal person is a vexed one 
among both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people alike. The 
history of Australia since the European invasion has been such 
a devastating one on Aboriginal people that there are now many 
different "types" of Aboriginal people. Some of these are not 
commonly recognised as Aboriginal by other Aboriginal people 
and some are not acknowledged as such by non-Aboriginal 
people. This is in spite of the fact that they have personal 
experience which is different to that of non-Aboriginal 
Australians by virtue of this fact that they are Aboriginal. 
 
Each of the descriptions below are real people who have lived in 
the Warwick area in the recent past or who are the parents of 
such people. Each of these people openly acknowledges that 
they are an Aboriginal person. Their stories illustrate the 
complexity of the experience of Aboriginal people. 
 
• A person born of two parents in Brisbane, both of whom 
have some Aboriginal ancestry. 
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• A person born of two Aboriginal parents in Central 
Australia. 
 
• A person whose father was European, whose mother 
was Aboriginal and who was brought up by the mother 
on her own. 
 
• A person whose father was European, whose mother 
was Aboriginal and who was brought up by the father 
on his own. 
 
 
 
 
Gidhabal elders Pearl Russell, Aida Lavelle and Bertha Close (all nee 
Bundock) 
 
 
 
Opposite page bottom 
Mt Greville or the grazing wallaby. This mountain can be seen from the 
Cunningham Highway between Cunningham’s Gap and Aratula 
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Local Elder Sam Bonner looking at the ruins of the sawmill at Emu 
Creek where he worked in 1956 
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• A person with white skin whose parents both have 
partly Aboriginal ancestry. 
 
• A person whose birth mother is European and birth 
father is Aboriginal but who was adopted by middle 
class European parents and brought up to respect his 
Aboriginal ancestry but without much specific 
knowledge of Aboriginal culture. 
 
• A person who was taken from her Aboriginal mother as 
a child. 
 
• A woman who discovered that she had some Aboriginal 
ancestry after her Aboriginal father had died. 
 
• A person whose Aboriginal parents hid their 
Aboriginality to protect their family from European 
social ostracism and who consequently has no 
knowledge about their Aboriginal past. 
 
• A woman whose Aboriginal father and European mother 
had an affair as young people. Her mother later married 
a European man and all her brothers and sisters are 
European. 
 
• A woman with a European father who was brought up 
by her European mother and an Aboriginal stepfather. 
All her younger brothers and sisters are proudly 
Aboriginal. 
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Cartoon by McGregor from Smith's Weekly of 26th January 1940. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The reasons for these people wishing to be known as Aboriginal 
also vary. For many it is simply because they do have some 
Aboriginal ancestry, are proud of it and wish to acknowledge 
the truth. A major part of this feeling is the association with 
their extended families and the network of people which often 
extends over large areas of Australia. 
 
Being openly Aboriginal has until very recently usually meant 
being regarded as inferior by the majority of other Australians. 
It has also meant for many that they were separated from the 
majority society by being confined to reserves or fringe areas of 
towns. Both these experiences have meant poverty and 
Chapter 11____________________________Aboriginal People Today 
 222
disadvantage and so some Aboriginal people now wish to be 
known as Aboriginal in order to also get access to additional 
benefits such as Abstudy allowances, training for employment 
or the possibility of a successful claim for traditional land. 
 
 
Some Observations of The Aboriginal 
Experience 
 
The following is written to help non-Aboriginal people 
understand something of what it is like for many Aboriginal 
people. The author makes no claim to fully understanding 
Aboriginal experience, but has made the following observations 
through living and working with some Aboriginal people for 
many years. 
 
Because of the experiences mentioned above, Aboriginal 
children grow up into a world where Western knowledge and 
experience is valued, and Aboriginal knowledge and experience 
is ignored (apart from some use of it for tourism purposes). The 
children quickly realise that nearly everyone else knows little 
about Aboriginal cultural history and many do not even want to 
know. Until very recently, major events of school and 
community celebrate features of the dominant European 
culture and ignore Aboriginal culture. Also until very recently, 
children in our schools, including Aboriginal children, have not 
been taught the true history of the invasion of Australia as 
described elsewhere in this book. 
 
The other common Aboriginal experience is disadvantage as 
mentioned above. Many Aboriginal children grow up in families 
with less money than most other people. Unemployment is now 
common among Aboriginal people as it is among many of the 
non-Aboriginal people known to those Aboriginal people and so 
children can grow up accepting unemployment and 
disadvantage as normal. This acceptance of disadvantage 
makes it much harder for them to take advantage of any new 
opportunities, partly because getting a job often implies moving 
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away from family and also setting themselves apart from most 
members of their family. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Aboriginal flag. This is an example of re-creating a culture. 
Most Aboriginal people have accepted this modern symbol of 
Aboriginality. 
 
" The Aboriginal flag is divided horizontally into equal halves of 
black (top) and red (bottom), with a yellow circle in the centre. 
 
The black symbolises Aboriginal people and the yellow 
represents the sun, the constant renewer of life. Red depicts 
the earth and also represents ochre, which is used by 
Aboriginal people in ceremonies. 
 
The flag - designed by Harold Thomas - was first flown at 
Victoria Square, Adelaide, on National Aborigines' Day on 12th 
July 1971. It was used later at the Tent Embassy in Canberra 
in 1972. 
 
Today the flag has been adopted by all Aboriginal groups and is 
flown or displayed permanently at Aboriginal centres 
throughout Australia."162 
 
 
 
                                              
162 ATSIC brochure 
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Another problem is that most Aboriginal people are still very 
poor because they or their parents or grandparents have not 
often had much education or secure employment. 
Consequently the way many people live is a reflection of their 
poverty, not their Aboriginality. This is however entwined with 
Aboriginality to the extent that some have difficulty, for 
example, accepting someone as really an Aboriginal person if 
they have not shared the experience of poverty.163 Aboriginal 
people are very aware that it is the European system which has 
forced poverty on them and, accordingly poverty has become 
associated with their Aboriginality. So the task many families 
face is sorting out what in their family culture comes from 
poverty and what comes from their Aboriginal heritage. 
 
The uniqueness of the Aboriginal people that sets them apart 
from all other Australians and makes them worthy of special 
attention is that they occupied the land of Australia prior to 
colonisation and that they were the first people to occupy 
Australia. 
 
 
 
Reclaiming Culture 
 
Many Aboriginal people are only now re-discovering their 
culture or learning the art of being articulate about it. For the 
first time for many years they have the opportunity to be 
publicly Aboriginal and be proud of it. 
 
There are many problems. Much of the culture has been so 
despised by European people that Aboriginal people have had 
to hide it or to not live the way they would like. Aboriginal 
languages have been destroyed in many places because 
children were forbidden from speaking them. Many of the older 
people have refused to pass on secrets because they felt those 
secrets would not be safe in the modern context164. 
 
                                              
163 Langton (1981) 
164 Cowlishaw (1988) 
Chapter 11____________________________Aboriginal People Today 
 225
What is Culture? 
 
Culture is all the ways we do things every day. It is how we 
relate to our parents, our children and to other people in our 
family. It is how we think of our neighbours and how we do our 
shopping. 
 
It is the way in which women and men are expected to behave - 
their roles in the home, the types of work they do and how they 
relate to each other. 
 
It is how we spend our time. It is what we are interested in 
doing. 
 
Culture is how we communicate, how we describe things, the 
way we think. It is the un-written rules in a community. It is 
the meanings given to life.165 
 
 
 
In addition, the ways people have lived for several generations 
have been determined mainly by European people. Much of the 
struggle to survive has been incorporated into modern culture 
by such things as the adoption of Christianity which offers 
some comfort and the promise of a better life in eternity. 
 
One way Aboriginal people are endeavouring to reclaim their 
culture is to share the culture they do have with each other, 
just like other families share common values when they meet 
together. 
In this context, there is a need for each individual, and in 
particular each child, to have a correct and accurate image of 
who they are and to develop a  positive image of themselves. 
For these reasons, many Aboriginal people are now doing such 
things as the following: 
 
 Learning their own history by for example collecting stories 
from the older people; 
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 Finding symbols such as flags and colours to represent 
their Aboriginality and displaying these symbols whenever 
possible; 
 
 Using Aboriginal-style art, dance and music on special 
occasions. 
 
 Identifying with traditional areas and using the names of 
those areas and of particular geographical features rather 
than the European names; 
 
 Asking for assistance from governments and communities 
to assist them to recover from the damage done to their 
culture and to attain the level of education enjoyed by other 
Australians; 
 
 Asking for acknowledgement as a special group in the 
community because they are the First People of Australia; 
 
 Asking to be acknowledged on public occasions as the 
Traditional Owners of an area; and 
 
Aboriginal Land 
 
People often have strong emotional connections to places and 
the desire for continuity in this connection. For example, Peter 
Allen's song "I Still Call Australia Home" evokes strong 
emotional responses among some Australians who relate 
strongly to this land and to its particular characteristics and 
locations. Many of us feel strongly about the places of our 
childhood or about for example the Australian coastline or the 
mountains. 
 
 
Aboriginal people have the same kinds of feelings. Even those 
who have had their knowledge of traditional areas taken from 
them relate to places in their personal history even if that place 
also has unpleasant memories such as a "mission. It is an 
important part of Aboriginal peoples’ survival that they regain 
control over some special places. This is particularly important 
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when there are places of traditional importance such as 
ceremonial grounds or scarred trees. The map on page 62 
(Chapter 2) shows that there is continuing knowledge of at least 
some such places in the Warwick area. 
 
Aboriginal People in Warwick 
 
For many years up to the 1980s there were only a few openly 
Aboriginal people living in the Warwick area. Since then there 
have been large numbers of Aboriginal people move to the area. 
Others have discovered their Aboriginal ancestry as it became 
more socially-acceptable to be Aboriginal and as families began 
to discuss their own histories.  
 
As people have been able to become more open about their 
Aboriginal heritage, there has emerged across Australia some 
agreement to maintain traditional Aboriginal customs. These 
customs include such things as respecting Elders, 
acknowledging Traditional Owners and respecting art styles 
from specific geographical areas. Consequently this book 
acknowledges that Traditional Owners of the area around 
Warwick are the Bonner and Charles families. These families 
are descended from the Gidhabal people whose area is shown 
in the map on page 228. The family trees of both families are 
shown on pages 227 and 229 going as far back as family 
memory allows. 
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Showing the area occupied by the Gidhabal 
people, the Traditional Owners of much of the 
area around Warwick.166 
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